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Exploring the Meaning of Sustainability within Three Selected Institutions 





This qualitative study builds on existing literature that identified a delayed shift 
toward sustainable practices in the commercial graphic design industry. A lack of 
consensus about what sustainability and sustainable practices mean in the 
context of graphic design could be one of the reasons for this delayed shift. 
Because institutions are a major contributor in shaping the implementation of 
sustainable practices (Alexander, 2006), this study explored the co-constructed 
meaning of the concept of sustainability in selected graphic design institutions. 
The overarching research question was asked: How does the collective voice of 
selected graphic design institutions conceptualize sustainability? The three 
selected graphic design institutions were (a) the most broadly circulated graphic 
design professional trade magazines, (b) the primary professional organization of 
graphic designers, and (c) graphic design higher educational programs. This 
dissertation applied a phenomenological approach to conduct document analysis 
on the textual content produced by these selected institutions. All data was 
collected and analyzed in the fall of 2017. After coding and analyzing the data, 
this study brought to surface some reoccurring themes that occupied the 
discourse within the selected institutions regarding sustainable design. The main 
themes for the overarching research question yield that within the examined 
datasets, when sustainability was mentioned, 46 percent of the texts referred to 
the challenges of working sustainably, 36 percent of the texts projected 
sustainable graphic design as a vehicle to change the mainstream culture to a 
more sustainable lifestyle, and 18 percent of the texts referenced sustainability 
as a relevant and actionable concept in graphic design. The analysis aimed to 
identify the main themes of the underlying values concerning sustainability to 
establish an up-to-date assessment of the common meaning of sustainability in 
the three selected graphic design institutions. This research was conducted in 
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C H A P T E R  1 :  I N T R O D U C T I O N  
Today, many companies and trades are making efforts to reduce their 
negative impact on the environment and society, taking initiatives to re-think the 
way they design and integrate sustainable development into their business 
models (Verghese, Lewis, & Fitzpatrick, 2012).  Their goals include commitments 
to tackle poverty, end inequalities, and mitigate climate change. A recent study 
showed that in 2016 corporate sustainability became mainstream, as many 
corporate executives reported that sustainability was on their company’s agenda 
(Kiron, Unruh, & Kruschwitz, et. al., 2017). This means that these companies 
need manufacturers and service providers who can support these sustainable 
efforts. Graphic design is one of the service sectors within the market that 
connects production and consumption by providing visual communication for 
businesses (Davis, 2012). Therefore, mainstream graphic designers have a key 
function in the production chain; they are one of the connecting links “between 
client and producer, and raw materials and the manufacturer” (Sherin, 2013, p. 
10). 
There are growing interests and initiatives in sustainable graphic design 
(Benson & Perullo, 2017; Carroll 2012; Dritz 2014; Gavos, 2012; Jedlička 2009a, 
b; Perkins, 2006; and Sherin, 2013), but the graphic design profession has not 
yet come to a consensus on a clear definition or set of criteria to assure 
consistent standards for sustainable design (Dritz, 2014). Dritz cautioned the 
design profession that “this has created misunderstanding and potentially missed 
opportunities for graphic designers and the business they serve” (2014, p. 46). 
Furthermore, Anne Chick (2011) stated “contemporary design professionals have 
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been struggling with the challenges posed by addressing the core concept of 
sustainability development in earnest for over thirty years” (p. 52). Alastair Fuad-
Luke (2009) pointed out that “sustainability has many flexible definitions, 
depending on its context and the field of study” (p. 23). Dresner (2002) 
commented that the problem with the concept of sustainability is not that it is 
meaningless, but that it is an adverb or qualifier that has different meanings to 
different people, therefore “it is a contestable concept like liberty and justice” (p. 
2). Therefore, this study examined what sustainability means to the collective 
voice of graphic design institutions, and analyzed the most common values and 
beliefs that currently occupy the graphic design selected institutions regarding 
sustainability. 
In spring 2017 a pilot study was conducted (Kadas & Britten, 2017) to 
examine the language used to communicate the concept of sustainability to 
designers within the single issue of GD USA 2016 October trade magazine. The 
research methodology and method of analysis was identical to this 
phenomenological study, only the scope of data was limited to a single issue. 
The pilot study revealed that similar concepts to sustainability such as 
environmental responsibility and social responsibility, design for good or for 
positive change, socially conscious and green design were often blurred and 
merged into “responsible design.” Gordon Kaye, the editor of the GD USA 
magazine stated: It has come to feel anachronistic to invite design firms to 
participate in a traditional ‘green’ issue because sustainable design and socially 
responsible design are so intertwined (p. 28). The publication sets the tone for 
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these ambiguous terms by stating that this section was once called “green 
design,” but after weeks of “soul searching,” they landed on the still unsatisfying 
name of “responsible design” (Responsible Design, 2016, p. 28).    
The magazine’s editor Gordon Kaye, clarified that “in the early days, the 
focus was well-meaning but narrow,” but over time designers broadened their 
spectrum and “moved beyond asking questions about their specific area of 
design and production expertise, and sought to align sustainability with the 
client’s brands, mission, processes, and practices in ways that are real, 
verifiable, transparent, commonsensical” (p. 28). Also, the editor explained that 
the name “responsible design” was more suitable than “sustainable design”, 
because it merged together these similar ideas: “blurring or erasing the lines 
between…concepts [like] environmental responsibility and social responsibility, 
design for good and for positive change” (p. 28).  
Observing this new trend within the graphic design discourse, the special 
issue reflected the changing understanding of “green design,” and “sustainable 
design” which the editors argued no longer focused solely on materials, but 
incorporated a more holistic understanding of the designer’s role in making a 
societal difference. As each case is different, the editors noted, “designing 
responsibly matters no matter how you label it or what you call it” (p. 28). This 
sentence reflected a perceived need to keep an open mind about the many 
different approaches designers take on sustainability, but it may also give the 
impression that sustainability is an unclear, indefinable or even unreachable 
concept. This pilot study identified three recurring themes within the issue: 
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choosing the right client, mission-driven design, and materials choice. Because 
of this pilot study I wanted to further investigate the meaning of sustainability and 
examine if this ambiguity exists when the scope of the research is broadened. 
Therefore, this dissertation set out to study how the concept of sustainability was 
communicated within the four most broadly circulated graphic design trade 
magazines. To triangulate my data, two other data sources were also included. 
These additional institutional sources were the primary professional organization 
of graphic designers’ website and ten academic graphic design programs’ 
mission statements. These academic graphic design programs were selected 
from an alphabetically ranked list of the GDUSA's 2017 article of the top graphic 
design schools in the United States. All three datasets were collected during fall 
2017. These three data sources are a representative sample of the collective 
voice of the graphic design institutions that dictate, but also reflect the collective 
views and beliefs of the graphic design profession.  
Institutions play a key role in setting professional standards, and this is 
especially true in the case of planning for sustainable development: “Institutions 
are the rules of the game in society” (Alexander, 2006, p. 2). Institutions are a 
major contributor in shaping and encouraging the implementation of sustainable 
practices (Alexander, 2006). Therefore, this research examined how graphic 
design as a collective voice conceptualized the three pillars of sustainability and 
similar concepts that are mentioned within the textual output of the three selected 
graphic design institutions.  
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 The graphic design field and its responsibilities. Graphic design is a 
collective term to refer to the diverse field of creative expression that uses visual 
problem-solving techniques to integrate text and images conveying ideas and 
messages to a targeted audience. Graphic design emerged from the graphic arts 
and become a distinct discipline by the mid-1900s (Cramsie, 2010). Patrick 
Cramsie (2010) noted that there were several aspects that differentiated graphic 
design from fine arts. For instance, the fact that graphic design was functional, “it 
was either selling or informing, or sometimes doing it both” (p. 9) and it’s aspect 
of “reproduction is what distinguishes graphic design from most forms of art” (p. 
11). Cramsie defined graphic designers as a “service provider” (2010, p. 9), 
which also differentiated them from the autonomy of the artists. Also, graphic 
design has a direct link to consumer culture, and Davis (2012) brought to 
attention that “design and mass media are essential to capitalist economic 
system that assign social value to the consumption of material goods” (p. 98).  
Cramsie (2010) further explained that graphic designers became worthy of 
study and being included in art history only in the last three decades. This lack of 
attention was due to “graphic design’s role as a service provider [as it] masked 
whatever artistic merit it might have possessed” (p. 9). Graphic design occupies 
a creative realm that lays in-between the two poles of the high arts and the 
applied arts. It contains both aspects at the same time, which made it difficult for 
art historians to classify graphic design. Graphic design cannot be completely 
utilitarian nor can it be completely symbolic. If it is the former, then it becomes 
solely pragmatic, and if it is the latter, then it becomes autonomous art.  
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Furthermore, this little attention was also due to the “lack of clarity about the 
status of graphic design [which] has been compounded by its ephemeral nature” 
(2010, p. 9). Graphic design includes different creative activities such as 
typography, identity design, magazine and book illustration, art-direction, 
packaging design, branding, interactive design, game design, and advertisement. 
The various forms of media application may also create challenges to view 
graphic design as a unified field. Graphic designers may use many different 
media for conveying messages, such as print and digital, screen–based media. A 
single graphic designer regularly engages in various types of projects, which 
requires most graphic designers to be familiar with a multitude of work areas 
across media and different applications (Jedlička, 2009b).  
Still, it is fair to say that the collective focus of graphic design is neither the 
media nor the tools used in its production. Rather, it is on the creative methods 
that treat words and images on a two, - three, - or even four-dimensional surface 
and use reproduction (and often mass-production) to communicate ideas to 
society. Graphic designers’ work exists in a social context and often has material 
consequences. This means that they bear a social and environmental 
responsibility for the material on which their designs are printed or the messages 
their designs convey to the public. The outcome of the design has an impact on 
society and the environment whether disseminated in print or digital media. 
Designers working in the digital media are increasingly concerned with their 
ethical responsibility. In September 2017 at a technological design conference 
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called Techfest, designers declared and signed the The Copenhagen Letter, in 
which they manifested: 
It is time to take responsibility for the world we are creating. Time to put 
humans before business. Time to replace the empty rhetoric of building a 
better world with a commitment to real action. It is time to organize, and to 
hold each other accountable. (n.p.) 
This letter is the manifesto for a transparent society, a call for action to bring 
clarity and structure to the inherent chaos of the postmodern world in which 
ultimately business is put first.  
 The negative impacts of graphic design. Graphic design has a 
significant influence on society, the environment, and the economy. Research 
showed that currently brand identities and logos are more recognizable by the 
public than common animal species (Assadourian, 2010). Graphic designers 
create these brand identities and, thus, influence consumer ideologies. Design is 
a powerful tool for shaping the world and how we live in “marketing and 
advertising shapes consumer culture, including the self-image and personal 
values of buyers” (Perkins, 2006, n.p.). Davis (2012) stated that advertising 
“define[s] who we are and what we believe...” (p. 99). In this way, design may 
negatively influence consumer behaviors and practices, or not take advantage of 
the potential to positively influence consumers. For instance, The U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) urged American households and 
businesses to implement sustainable materials management (SMM) and 
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embrace a system approach of the concept of Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle 
(EPA, 2016).  
 Today the main emphasis in packaging is placed on developing the 
sustainable supply chain by refining efficiency of the used materials to reduce the 
materials’ environmental impacts (Dominic, Östlund, Buffington, & Masoud, 
2015).  However, the visual communication on the packaging or elsewhere that 
would inspire, motivate, and inform consumers to recycle has not yet been 
realized effectively (Nordin & Selke, 2010). Still more than 50 percent of 
municipal solid waste (MSW) in the U.S. ends up in landfills (EPA, 2016). The 
Sustainable Development Commission analysis confirmed that labels providing 
data about the ecological advantages or disadvantages of the products were 
unsuccessful in getting more shoppers to buy the more sustainable products 
(Maniates, 2010). 
Nordin and Selke (2010) emphasized the need to differentiate the two 
distinct kinds of the social factors of sustainability: social equity and the 
consumer awareness and perceptions factor. Visual designers may have 
potential to motivate consumers with visual design to inspire sustainable 
consumer behavior change in this critical stage of the products’ life (Jedlička et 
al., 2009). Ultimately the success of the full implementation of recycling is subject 
to the consumers’ comprehension and sustainable action (Nordin & Selke, 2010; 
Oki & Sasaki, 2000).  
However, the unsustainable practices of the graphic design profession go 
beyond the ideological negative or lack of positive influence it may have on 
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society. The material products of graphic design have a large impact on the 
environment as well: packaging, advertisements, flyers, magazines, and other 
mass-produced ephemera (Scalin, 2017). In 2014 total municipal solid waste 
(MSW) in the USA was 258 million tons that included durable goods (furniture), 
nondurable goods (paper, clothing and packaging,) and other items such as food 
(EPA, 2016). To talk about the negative impact of print is also relevant, because 
surveys showed that the majority of graphic designers still identified print as their 
main area of practice (Gavos, 2012). Over half of the annual waste discarded 
into the United States landfills is printed material (Northwest Product Stewardship 
Council, 2015). Besides generating solid waste, the print industry also pollutes 
water and air. Further, the global print industry is charged with raw material 
depletion and high-energy consumption related to non-renewable energies 
(Jedlička et al., 2009). Paper creates the highest concern of all printed materials, 
as the U.S. produces almost 69 million tons of paper per year (EPA, 2016). It is 
thus important for designers to realize that their work contributes to a global 
system that requires sustainable practices.  
To research the institutionalized design ethical guidelines in regard to 
sustainability is both timely and pressing. Empirical research in graphic design is 
still at its infancy as “traditionally graphic design theory has privileged intuition 
and creativity over empirical research” (Bennett, 2006, p. 14). Additionally, 
graphic designers argued that calculating the impact of their design work would 
only bring even more restrictions on their creative process (Bennett, 2006). 
However, I argue that measuring the potential negative impact of graphic 
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designers and mitigating the harm of the designed object and service on society 
and the environment would elevate rather than limit the significance of graphic 
design work.  
Graphic design profession in relation to the medium. The graphic 
design profession may include multiple different media and skills, which makes 
the graphic design field and training specialized and nuanced. The primary media 
graphic designers may use are print and digital which may include web and 
broadcast. According to Adrian Shaughnessy (2005) what ultimately defines the 
profession is the overarching goal to create a unique visual language, which 
brings balance between text (typography) and image (photography or 
illustration), and content and form. Marshall McLuhan (1964) gave voice to the 
power of the medium in which a designer chooses to produce their work: 
In a culture like ours, long accustomed to splitting and dividing all things 
as a means of control, it is sometimes a bit of a shock to be reminded that, 
in operational and practical fact, the medium is the message. This is 
merely to say that the personal and social consequences of any 
medium—that is, of any extension of ourselves—result from the new scale 
that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any 
new technology. (p. 7) 
Furthermore, W.J.T. Mitchell (2005) indicated that “a medium is more than the 
materials of which it is composed. It is… a social practice, a set of skills, habits, 
techniques, tool codes, and conventions” (p. 10).   
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As there are many media involved in the graphic design profession it is 
important to acknowledge that the social, ecological, and economic footprint of 
the media the graphic designer is applying to communicate their ideas. While the 
print media may have both large social and ecological footprints, the digital 
media may have less direct negative footprint on the environment but still have 
enormous social and environmental responsibility that is necessary in order to 
practice ethically. When discussing print media specifically, the term is 
understood as print design in this document and is applied throughout the 
manuscript.  
There are many specialized design career options for a graphic designer 
depending on the focus of the technological skillset, media, and methods of 
problem-solving that is acquired through their education and work experience. A 
graphic designer may work as an art director, advertising designer, book and 
magazine designer, illustrator, creative director, environmental graphics 
designer, interaction designer, motion designer, package designer, user 
experience designer (UX), user interface designer (UI), visual designer, or web 
designer which all have very specific attributes.  
According to the recent US Department of Labor report, Occupational 
Outlook Handbook (2018), though most graphic designers are employed in 
publishing houses, public relations departments, advertising agencies, 
independent design studios, or as in-house graphic designers in larger 
corporations, in 2016 about 1 in 5 graphic designers were self-employed 
freelancers. This may be because while the most common work environment for 
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a graphic designer is to be an in-house graphic designer, several companies may 
outsource their graphic design projects to freelancers or independent design 
studios. Today, in the midst of the technological and ecological transition, the 
public and therefore the market is increasingly responsive to social and 
environmental issues. Thus, it directly affects the demand and requirements 
graphic designers may face in their career. As such, there is a demand for 
designing sustainable services in each medium. 
 The status of sustainability in graphic design education and 
professional practice. The National Association of Schools of Art and Design 
(NASAD) and the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) are both institutional 
bodies that mention sustainability as a standard and essential design practice for 
their members. For instance, the NASAD guidelines recommended discussing 
matters of lifespan and sustainability in the classroom. Specifically, it mentioned 
that undergraduate design students should have the “ability to justify the use of 
resources and identify long-term consequences of design action in their solutions 
to problems” (NASAD Handbook 2017-18, 2017, p. 116). The document 
endorsed all three pillars of sustainability as a fundamental foundation of good 
practice. It drew attention to the importance of exercising “critical judgment about 
the student’s own design and the design of others with regard to usefulness, 
usability, desirability, technological feasibility, economic viability, and 
sustainability in terms of long-term consequences” (NASAD Handbook 2017-18, 
2017, p. 120). Furthermore, the NASAD Handbook 2017-18 (2017) also 
suggested developing students’ “functional knowledge of …ethics, intellectual 
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property, labor issues, and decisions associated with ecological and social 
responsibility and sustainability” (p. 122). These guidelines firmly demonstrate 
NASAD’s strong commitment to a comprehensive design education that includes 
the core principles of sustainable design.  
The American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) encourages graphic 
designers to take ownership of their ethical obligations. In 2010 the AIGA 
published its Standards of Professional Practice, in which it outlines some of the 
main ethical obligations of its members. Item 7.3, added in 2011, declared the 
designer's responsibility to society and the environment: “A professional designer 
shall consider environmental, economic, social, and cultural implications of his or 
her work and minimize the adverse impacts” (AIGA, 2010, n. p.). While the 
guideline does not explicitly use the word sustainability, it does refer specifically 
to the three pillars of sustainability, which are the social, environmental, and 
economic systems in our interconnected world (Elkington, 1998). However, this 
point does not go into any further standards or details for implementation of 
sustainable practices. It is the responsibility of the graphic design practitioner to 
apply their judgment to interpret this guideline into her practice.  
Some graphic designers are searching to reduce their negative impact on 
society and the environment. However, Thomas Russ (2010) also posed the 
question, “as the designer undertakes a design that is intended to meet some 
degree of sustainability but that has no objective standard on which to rely, what 
will guide the process?” (p. 67). Russ (2010) argued professional institutions 
must take the lead and define its ethics regarding sustainability. Therefore, this 
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research examined how graphic design as an institution conceptualizes the three 
pillars of sustainability (social, environmental, and ecological) in three selected 
graphic design institutions: (1) professional trade publications, (2) the primary 
professional organization of graphic designers, and (3) academic graphic design 
departments. 
Problem Statement 
Research has shown that consumers prefer sustainable products and 
services and therefore businesses have adapted to these changing consumer 
demands (Kiron, Unruh, & Kruschwitz, et. al., 2017). The global market is in 
transition to operationalize sustainable practices in production chains. Also, given 
that graphic designers’ work may directly influence consumer behavior and 
values on a large scale, they not only need to be aware of the effectiveness of 
their work for their clients, but also of the implications of their work for the greater 
society and the environment (Jedlička, 2009a, b). Despite this need, the graphic 
design industry is lagging behind adopting specific sustainable guidelines to help 
lead the graphic design practices (Benson & Perullo, 2017; Carroll 2012; Dritz 
2014; Gavos, 2012; Jedlička 2009a, b; and Perkins, 2006).  
Institutions create “cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and 
activities that provide stability and meaning to social behavior” (Scott, 1995, p. 
33) and therefore shape the norms and values of a profession. Thus, it is 
necessary to examine the state of the institutionalization of sustainability within 
the graphic design profession. Failing to adopt sustainable theories and practices 
into the graphic design institutions will produce an unsustainable graphic design 
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profession. This may result in aspects of the graphic design industries falling 
behind in the global marketplace. 
Statement of Purpose 
Through this research, a systematic analysis of the phenomena of 
sustainability within three representative graphic design institutions was 
conducted. To understand the meaning of sustainability within the cultural 
context at hand, textual document analysis was conducted on the concept of 
sustainability in the content produced by three selected institutions: (a) 
professional trade publications, (b) the primary professional organization of 
graphic designers, the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA), and (c) 
academic graphic design departments. The analysis identified main themes that 
might help explain how sustainability was manifested within the cultural context 
of these institutions. 
After analyzing the constructed meaning of the concept of sustainability 
within the institution of the graphic design profession, the main themes that were 
most dominant in the representation of sustainability within its core institutions 
were identified. Additionally the most common focus of the concept of 
sustainability was identified by dividing sustainability into its three pillars. 
Because of the 2017 pilot study, I furthermore included similar words and 
phrases synonymous to sustainable design such as design for good and 
responsible design. It was necessary to include similar words and phrases 
because graphic design institutions interpret sustainability in many different 
ways. There is no one definition or consensus of what sustainability means in 
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graphic design. This investigation of the meaning of sustainability seeks to 
understand the challenges that the mainstream graphic design field faces in 
adopting the concept of sustainability. This research points out the current gap in 
the graphic design discourse on how to solve the adoption of sustainability into 
the mainstream graphic design institutions. The purpose of this analysis is 
therefore to help the graphic design field move toward a consensus about what 
sustainability is by assessing how it is currently communicated to graphic 
designers. The analysis may bring to light underlying issues that could be 
improved to stimulate a more sustainable graphic design profession.  
I examined the phenomena of sustainable design with qualitative empirical 
research because of my eagerness to document the sustainability gap in the 
graphic design industry that goes beyond my own professional practice. I believe 
that mass-produced ephemera, generated by graphic designers may have a 
negative impact on society and the environment, and empirical research may 
help practice to mitigate these negative impacts. Therefore, this research created 
an interdisciplinary inquiry that integrates social research into the field of design. I 
find the role of empirical research as a systematic and rigorous tool essential in 
closing the gap of sustainability in an effective manner. I therefore advocate for a 
greater presence of a clearly defined knowledge that can provide responsible 
leadership to graphic designers in our complex and interconnected society, 






To understand the meaning of sustainability within the cultural context at 
hand, the overarching research question posed was: How does the collective 
voice of selected graphic design institutions conceptualize sustainability? To 
assess this question, this research was divided into three sub-questions: (RQ1) 
How have contemporary mainstream graphic design trade magazines articulated 
the concept of sustainability? (RQ2) How has the American Institute of Graphic 
Arts (AIGA) communicated the concept of sustainability to their members? (RQ3) 
How have the mission statements and web textual content of graphic design 
higher education departments conceived of sustainability? (RQ4) In what ways 
were the three pillars of sustainability (social, environmental, and economic) 
presented within the data? 
Overview of Methodology 
This research is grounded in the epistemological stance of 
constructionism. Because “meaning is not discovered, but constructed,” (Crotty, 
1998, p. 9) the meaning of sustainability is neither objective nor subjective, but 
rather created by the collective voice of institutions that shape the values and 
beliefs of society and consequently the individuals. Although the graphic design 
institutions may be constituted of individual graphic design educators and 
practitioners who write about their profession, this research looks at the collective 
goals and missions of the selected institutions. To study sustainability within the 
field of graphic design from an “institutionalist” (Scott, 1995, p. ix.) perspective is 
vital, because the institution is “[…] a crystallization of meanings” at its purest 
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sense (Berger & Kellner, 1981, p. 31). Thus, the way these graphic design 
institutions discuss and project sustainability to their primary audiences can have 
far reaching affects. It affects the values and beliefs of the graphic designers, and 
it bears an ideological effect on the general public’s understanding and 
conception of sustainability.  
The phenomenological approach is applied in this study because 
phenomenology examines the “common meaning […] of a concept or a 
phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). Specifically, the hermeneutic approach of 
phenomenology is chosen to conduct this study, as the primary focus of this 
research is to understand the essence of the phenomenon of sustainability from 
textual descriptions (content produced by graphic design institutions). 
“[Texts]…are means of transmitting meaning—experience, beliefs, values—from 
one person or community to another. Hermeneutics assumes a link between the 
two that makes the exercise feasible” (Crotty, 1998, p. 91). This methodology is 
further discussed in-depth in Chapter Three. 
Rationale and Significance 
The growing demands for sustainable services from consumers and 
businesses created a stage for the graphic design field to incorporate 
sustainability into the mainstream design practice. To achieve that, sustainability 
must be represented and communicated in core graphic design institutions. The 
way graphic design institutions present the concept of sustainability shape and 
effect the perception of their audiences about the sustainable graphic design. 
Therefore, this study sets out to examine textual content produced by the three 
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main graphic design institutions regarding sustainability. Institutional attitudes 
toward sustainability matter, because these attitudes filter into the professional 
values and beliefs of individual graphic designers. Through their work they 
influence ideologically the perception of the public. Because literature indicated 
the absence of a specific criteria, and the subjectivity of the concept of 
sustainability within the graphic design field, an interpretive approach of the 
phenomenology was chosen to understand what sustainability means in the 
graphic design institutions, and how it is projected to graphic design practitioners. 
D’Andrade (1984) explained that rules of a culture directly influence values 
and behaviors of individuals, and “in the cognitive paradigm, what a creature 
does is, in large part, a function of the creature’s internal representation of its 
environment” (p. 88). Institutions stand on three distinct foundations: “regulative,” 
“normative,” and “cognitive” elements (Scott, 1995, p. 35). Thus, for graphic 
designers to embody sustainable practices, designers need to be informed, 
trained, motivated, and regulated by its key professional institutions.  
As a gateway and first step to further social research and ultimately help 
standardize sustainable solutions, my dissertation sets out to understand where 
the mainstream graphic design institutions position themselves regarding 
sustainability. I will focus my qualitative analyses from an “institutionalist” (Scott, 
1995, p. ix) standpoint, examining the way core institutions communicate the 
concept of sustainability to future and contemporary graphic designers. Thus, I 
will provide a systematic analysis to identify main themes and patterns that are 
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most common in graphic design professional trade communications regarding 
the three pillars of sustainability (society, environment, and economy). 
Role of the Researcher 
In qualitative research the researcher is the instrument of the study (Ary, 
Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2006). In this study, the researcher played a dominant role 
in sample selection, coding, analysis, and interpretation of the data. The axiology 
of the qualitative research rejects the notion of an objective or neutral researcher 
and argues “we always bring certain beliefs and philosophical assumptions to our 
research” (Creswell, 2013, p. 15). Therefore, I believe in a transparent reflection 
of my worldview, philosophical beliefs, and assumptions, including my 
professional and cultural values.  
My role as a social researcher may bring an unusual perspective into the 
graphic design industry, as currently the field of graphic design predominantly 
builds its theories on anecdotes and visual precedence as its method of inquiry 
(Bennett, 2006). As a graphic designer and as a member of the graphic design 
community, I respect and appreciate the creative visual process, and reject any 
rigid restrictions on this predominantly intuitive practice. However, I believe that 
graphic design can be more effective when combining intuition with research. 
Analyzing the graphic design profession through empirical research is one way to 
identify challenges encountered by the field around the adoption of sustainable 
practices. My goal is to identify the main themes that occupy sustainability 
discourse within the textual content of the selected institutions. This analysis may 
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point to specific issues that hold back the graphic design profession from moving 
forward with its sustainability efforts.  
Research Assumptions 
 This research builds on a central assumption that the graphic design 
industry has not yet came to consensus on the concept of sustainability, and 
therefore the industry has been slow to provide sustainable graphic design 
services to the market. This assumption is derived from the literature (Benson & 
Perullo, 2017; Carroll 2012; Dritz 2014; Gavos, 2012; Jedlička 2009a, b; Perkins, 
2006; and Sherin, 2013) and my experience as a graphic designer. Because 
professional institutions hold the power to influence the values and beliefs of 
practitioners, I therefore will investigate the concept of sustainability within 
selected institutions that represent the profession.  
 The Standards of Professional Practice demonstrated that sustainability is 
part of the AIGA ethical standard. Also, the National Association of Schools of Art 
and Design (NASAD), which accredits higher educational institutions in art and 
design, provides extensive recommendations on sustainable design goals and 
educational practices (NASAD Handbook, 2018, n.p.). Therefore, this research is 
building on the assumption that sustainability is part of the institutional culture 
both on the professional and educational level. This research is set to investigate 
how sustainability is presented within the textual communication of the 
institutional platforms of trade magazines, the AIGA’s website, and in ten 
academic graphic design program mission statements. 
22 
 
Organization of Study 
Chapter two presents a review of the literature surrounding sustainability 
in graphic design. First, I will present a historical overview of the development of 
sustainable design and introduce current challenges and barriers that the 
industry faces. Then I will review current resources and approaches available to 
graphic designers that support sustainable initiatives. Finally, I will demonstrate 
how my research will fill these gaps in knowledge revealed through the literature 
review. 
Chapter three outlines this study’s theoretical perspective, methodological 
foundations, and a description of data selection and analysis. In chapter four I 
share my research findings by identifying the main discovered themes within the 
textual content of the selected three institutional platforms. Chapter five 
evaluates its findings and compares these themes across the examined 
institutional domains by finding underlying similarities within the discourse of 
sustainability. Chapter five offers a conclusion along with an in-depth discussion 
on significance of this research, pointing toward further implications.  
Definitions 
 Below, the terms and key concepts used in this document are introduced 
and shall have the following meanings. 
 Environmental design. The term environmental design shall not be 
confused with environmentally friendly design.   
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Environmental design is the field of developing physical, spatial 
environments (interiors and/or exteriors) to solve a particular need or 
create a specific experience. The field of Environmental Design could 
include Architecture, Urban Planning, Landscape Design, Interior Design, 
Exhibit Design and, sometimes, Event Design. (“Sustainable Design 
Dictionary,” 2017, n.p.). 
 Institutions. In this study, graphic design institutions shall mean any 
establishment where a unified voice or agenda is carried out in order to instruct 
and guide graphic design students and professionals. “Institutions consist of 
cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and activities that provide stability 
and meaning to social behavior. Institutions are transported by various carriers—
cultures, structures, and routines—and they operate at multiple levels of 
jurisdiction” (Scott, 1995, p. 33). 
 Graphic design(er). The United States Department of Labor (2018) 
defined the graphic design profession as a collective term to refer to graphic 
design professionals who “create visual concepts, using computer software or by 
hand, to communicate ideas that inspire, inform, and captivate consumers. They 
develop the overall layout and production design for various applications such as 
advertisements, brochures, magazines, and corporate reports” (n.p.). 
 Sustainable development. The term sustainable development was 
coined in 1987 in the Our Common Future, also known as the Brundtland Report. 
This document defined the term as “The ability to make development sustainable 
to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
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of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN World Commission, 1987, p. 
16).  
 Sustainable graphic design. “The process of developing products, 
services, and organizations that comply with the principles of economic, social, 
and ecological sustainability. There are many principles of sustainable design, 
including a customer-centric approach, dematerialization, transmaterialization, 
and biomimicry.” (“Sustainable Design Dictionary,” 2017, n. p.). 
 Sustainable design. Sustainable design as the NASAD handbook stated, 
is “The consequences of design in interdependent systems, lifespan of designed 
objects, and use and disposal of resources (NASAD Handbook 2017-18, p. 116). 
 Sustainable packaging. The following outlines the sustainable definition 
from the two-main industry-based sustainable packaging organizations. Both 
sustainable packaging organizations developed a vocabulary to define what is 
responsible and sustainable packaging and both operate simultaneously to 
transform the packaging industry to a sustainable one. The Sustainable 
Packaging Coalition® (SPC) is a project of GreenBlue®, based in the United 
States. SPC is working to form an industry-and science-based sustainable vision 
of packaging. SPC put together a list of qualities that describe a common ground 
in understanding what sustainable packaging means. According to their 
definition, a package is sustainable if it:  
1. Is beneficial, safe & healthy for individuals and communities throughout 
its life cycle; 
2. Meets market criteria for both performance and cost; 
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3. Is sourced, manufactured, transported, and recycled using renewable 
energy; 
4. Optimizes the use of renewable or recycled source materials; 
5. Is manufactured using clean production technologies and best 
practices; 
6. Is made from materials healthy throughout the life cycle; 
7. Is physically designed to optimize materials and energy; 
8. Is effectively recovered and utilized in biological and/or industrial 
closed loop cycles. (www.sustainablepackaging.org). 
The Australian-based Sustainable Packaging Alliance (SPA) similarly to 
SPC, distributes worldwide tools, such as PIQET® (discussed later in the review), 
and other resources in order to help assess the environmental impact of 
packaging. SPA is building its foundation on the following four sustainability 
principles. Sustainable packaging design must be 
1. effective (offer social and economic benefits) 
2. efficient in its use of materials, energy, and water; 
3. cyclic (create a closed loop system where products are recoverable 
through industrial or natural processes); 
4. safe (SPA, 2015). 
Both models attempt to capture the key principles of sustainable packaging to 
serve as a model for adoption in the industry. Although these definitions have 
been clarified for industry professionals, they have not been communicated on 
the packaging. The consumer may know that packaging contains some recycled 
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or recyclable materials, but has no way of knowing if other elements of 
sustainable packaging were part of the production and design process. These 
elements of sustainability are rarely communicated to the consumer. 
CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
This chapter surveys the topic of sustainable, ethical, responsible, and 
socially conscious graphic design found within literature. First, I will present the 
history of ethical considerations and sustainability in graphic design. This 
historical overview will provide an outline of the adoption of the triple bottom line 
of sustainable development into the field of graphic design and demonstrate the 
different types of sustainable graphic design models conceptualized by 
contemporary graphic designers. Next, I will reveal challenges and barriers 
toward sustainability identified within the literature. Further, sustainable solutions 
for graphic designers offered in the literature are explored. This literature review 
aims to articulate the existing theories and practices surrounding sustainability in 
graphic design and then compare them with the concept of sustainability 
constructed by the prevailing graphic design institutions.  
Historic Overview 
 Ethical considerations and sustainability in graphic design. When 
graphic designers discuss the need to integrate ethical considerations into design 
practice, three main writings come to the surface: First Things First: A Manifesto 
by Ken Garland (1964), its later revision, First Things First Manifesto 2000 by 
Tibor Kalman, and The Road to Hell by Milton Glaser (2002). First Things First: A 
Manifesto (1964) – written by graphic designer Ken Garland and signed by 
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twenty-two contemporary visual communicators – was a call for a more ethical 
practice in the field of graphic design. It pointed out some of the ethical 
challenges mainstream graphic designers face while working for commerce. The 
manifesto advocated for an educational reform, and to place larger public focus 
on cause related services that would improve greater society. The 1964 
manifesto was significant, because graphic designers for the first time publicly 
demonstrated awareness of the ramifications of their designs. Garland was 
driven by his social convictions, in which he disagreed with graphic design’s 
entanglement with consumer and corporate culture. Garland (1964) wrote:  
We do not advocate the abolition of high pressure consumer advertising: 
this is not feasible. Nor do we want to take any of the fun out of life. But 
we are proposing a reversal of priorities in favor of the more useful and 
more lasting forms of communication. (n.p.) 
Garland’s vision for graphic design was to embrace social and political issues 
and create meaningful designs that went beyond the tricks and gimmicks of a 
salesperson. 
In The Road to Hell, Milton Glaser (2002) published a list of twelve 
common graphic design activities that required designers to misrepresent or to 
bend the truth in their everyday practice. Glaser (2002) used the metaphor of 
Dante’s Hell to describe the graphic design profession. He explained that if 
graphic designers wanted to get to purgatory instead of hell, they must at least 
acknowledge their works’ falsification. Although these writings brought 
awareness on the moral shortcomings of the commercial graphic design 
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profession, they remained in the realm of the personal moral pursuit of activism. I 
argue that the only way graphic designers will be able to move toward a 
sustainable design is through institutionalizing main ethical professional 
standards in regard to social, environmental, cultural, and economic impacts. 
This may require future collaborations between different design disciplines, 
creative practice, manufacturing, and empirical research.  
Furthermore, Shaughnessy (2005) wrote in her book How to be a Graphic 
Designer, Without Losing Your Soul that “Integrity in design is a bit like obesity in 
ballet dancers- you don’t often see it” (p. 25). She explained that the reason for 
this is not because “designers lack honesty and decency; quite the opposite. 
Rather it is because preserving integrity in the remorseless climate of modern 
business is difficult” (p. 25). This statement again takes us back to the 
preliminary argument that graphic designers serve commerce, and therefore they 
should obey the needs and wants of the clients even if that is not in the best 
interest of the public or conflicts with their own personal moral values. The lack of 
autonomy graphic designers may feel over the design decisions they make may 
cause a detachment from the social and environmental responsibility their work 
carries.  
Shaughnessy (2005) argued that the solution is for graphic designers to 
start standing up for the moral values and start negotiating ethical solutions with 
their clients: “By standing up for yourself, by having beliefs (creative and ethical), 
and perhaps most importantly of all, by questioning what you are asked to do as 
a designer, you can acquire self-respect, which is the first step on the path to 
29 
 
earning the respect of clients and other designers” (p. 27). When Shaughnessy 
(2005) interviewed the famous contemporary graphic designer Neville Brody, 
about the necessity of integrating ethical considerations into the graphic design 
profession, Brody replied that integrity in design is what differentiates the good 
from the bad” (p. 27). That brings up the following question: are there historic 
precedents of any relationship between moral responsibility with the arts and 
design?  
Tolstoy (1995) explained that Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714- 62), 
the founder of aesthetics believed that man perceives beauty through its senses 
in nature, therefore the mission of art is to imitate and mimic nature. Other 
philosophers such as Moses Mendelssohn (1729-86), and Ludwig Schütz (1838-
1901) however, argued that the main goal of art is not only beauty but it is to 
achieve moral perfection, as good is the moral will of man. Another aesthetic 
philosopher who contradicted this belief was Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Kant’s 
aesthetics were based on the premise that humans perceive themselves outside 
of the natural world; therefore all their creations are artificial. This viewpoint 
created a duality not only between man and nature, but also between nature and 
art. Schiller (Tolstoy, 1995), one of Kant’s followers, defined the purpose of fine 
art as the pursuit of beauty, without regard for usefulness. This short overview of 
aesthetics was necessary to understand the capstone relations of nature, art and 
design. These conflicting beliefs illustrate the manifold philosophical grounds 
upon which art can be perceived. However, as graphic design originates from the 
fine arts, the debate whether design has a moral obligation to do good in the 
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world is relevant. Because many graphic designers serve commerce, some 
graphic designers may feel morally isolated as the underpinning of graphic 
design is in the arts and not business.  
Development of sustainable design and concepts, such as green 
design, ecological design. Design became aware of its environmental footprint 
in the late 1960s. Despite the awareness of the negative impacts of design, the 
scale of natural environment exploitation and pollution has been only growing. 
Brown and Schmidt (2014) wrote: “Human activity is changing the earth at a 
global scale… Of course, humans have been altering the earth to our advantage 
for thousands of years, but the planetary scale and influence of our impact is 
unprecedented” (p. 64). Theologian Thomas Berry suggested an ecozoic 
approach based on a “mutual –enhancing human-Earth relationship,” rather than 
maintaining our current technozoic lifestyle that consumes its surroundings 
(Brown & Schmidt, 2014). 
The environmental limit of human intervention into nature has been 
puzzling over the years. For instance, the Radical Environmentalism and Deep 
Ecology ideological movements of the 1960s rejected any intervention into 
“nature,” as they believed that any minor alteration of nature would cause 
irrecoverable harm to the ecosystem (Chiapponi, 1998, p. 109). To understand 
the connection between ecology and design, I will first review the three terms 
often attached to design: green, ecological, and sustainable. In the following, I 
examine the meaning behind each term. It is important to mention that these 
terms are used in all sorts of design areas, not specifically graphic design. The 
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three terms appeared around the late ‘60s as the public became environmentally 
conscious due to scientific data reports showing the significant impact humans 
were having on the Earth’s ecosystem by the current consumerist lifestyle.  
Pauline Madge (1997) summed up the meaning of the three terms, which 
are often used interchangeably in graphic design. The ideology of “green design” 
(p. 329) dates to the late 1960s, but it was not until 1980 that the media 
popularized the issue. Increased media interest raised public awareness on 
green topics. The color green became a mainstream token and an advertising 
strategy. Green design did not reject either consumerism or the industrialized 
world. On the contrary, it boosted consumption under the new slogan: green. In 
1988, John Elkington and Julia Hailes published the Green Consumer Guide. 
“Light green” became the political term of green consumerism, which raised 
opposition in many who believed in a more radical “dark green” approach of 
solving environmental problems. There was an urge to step beyond “Green 
Consumerism” (Madge, 1997, p. 330). 
According to Madge (1997) the term “ecological design” (p. 331) was used 
from the late ‘60s onward. In the 1990s there were many governmentally 
supported steps taken to reinforce global environmental standards and to include 
them into national policies. One of the examples of this was the European 
Union’s Eureka program, where in 1991 a group of designers developed 
methods and processes to operationalize Eco-design. Furthermore, in the United 
Kingdom and the Netherlands multidisciplinary research began to unify 
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institutions with industry to develop and integrate life cycle models into the 
production chain. 
The term sustainability nourished the idea of a system that helped to keep 
up a healthy well-being on Earth. In the context of design, sustainability 
considers the entire life cycle of products, which re-introduced the idea of long-
life and durable products moving beyond recycling (Madge, 1997). Jedlička 
(2009b), stated that the definition of sustainable development, which was coined 
by the World Commission on Environment and Development in 1987, is still 
wildly accepted and currently in use: “A sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own ends” (p. 12). The various adoptions of the model 
of sustainable development into the graphic design field follow. 
Today, sustainable development has become one of the primary concerns 
and efforts of the United Nations. In September 2015, 193 world leaders signed 
the 17 Global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development at the historic United Nations Summit in New York 
(Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
2015). The document called for global investment and effort toward improving the 
life of all people, tackling climate change, and providing prosperity and peace by 
working in partnership with one another. 
Graphic design ties with commerce. Graphic design from the beginning 
was concerned with promoting ideas in a visual manner. Graphic design – also 
referred to as visual communication – is a modified continuation of the traditional 
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graphic arts, therefore the history of the traditional graphic design is as old as 
human beings. The cave paintings from Lascaux c. 15,000-10,000 B.C. are 
considered the earliest graphic art works (Meggs, 1998). The borderline between 
graphic design and art even today is elusive. Graphic arts gradually branched off 
from the other fine arts forms. As fine art was concerned with artistic expression, 
graphic art’s concern was solving communication problems with visuals. As the 
printing press was adopted widely across Europe in the mid-1400s (Eskilson, 
2012), graphic arts became a more functional tool, bringing information to the 
wider public.  
However, the pivotal historical event and social change that started the 
process of bringing to life the graphic design profession was the British Industrial 
Revolution at the end of the 1800s and the early-1900s. Industrialization and 
mass production inflated material consumption to a greater scale (Assadourian, 
2010). As Adams (2014) described, suddenly large quantities of identical 
products and services were available. The industrial revolution created an 
abundance of mass-produced items. In the overcrowded marketplace 
manufacturers needed graphic artists to create visual-identities that made these 
similar mass-produced products immediately recognizable, memorable, and 
desirable to the public. Also, the industrial revolution brought many technological 
developments, notably for designers the 1875 Robert Barclay patent for the 
offset lithographic printing press that enabled printing on tin and metal plates. 
This paved the way for the development of packaging design (Meggs, 1998).  
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It is fair to say, that the graphic design profession not only has a link with 
the consumer culture, but also it is directly tied to the technological developments 
that accrue over time. Therefore, graphic design is a constantly evolving 
discipline that is highly responsive to new technology. This creates another 
contrast with other fine art forms, which may be more conservative with the 
adoption of new technology and more likely to practice and preserve traditional 
techniques than graphic design.  
Among many who criticized the new emerging commercial arts and 
technical revolution was the British art historian John Ruskin (1819-1900), who 
wrote: 
All the stamped metals, and artificial stones, and imitation woods and 
bronze, over the invention of which we hear daily exultation—all the short, 
and cheap, and easy ways of doing that whose difficulty is its honour—are 
just so many new obstacles in our already encumbered road. They will not 
make us happier or wiser—they will extend neither the pride of judgement 
nor the privilege of enjoyment. They will only make us shallower in our 
understanding, colder in our hearts, and feebler in our wits. (Cramsie, 
1998, p. 139).  
According to Cramsie (1998) in this cultural climate of Britain, a successful 
British artist and designer William Morris (1834-1896) formed an opposite pole, 
by creating a new style; the Arts and Crafts movement. Many consider Morris’s 
movement to be the forerunner of late 20th century environmental art and design. 
Morris recognized the high demand for mass-advertisement but advocated for art 
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and design to keep its stylistic visual languages as hand-made, organic, and 
traditional arts and crafts. Morris created multi-disciplinary new stylistic principles 
for the arts called Art Nouveau. Jules Cheret (1836-1932), Leonetto Cappiello 
(1875-1942), Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864-1901), Theophile Steinlen (1859-
1923), Eugene Grasset (1841-1917), Alphonse Mucha (1860-1939), and Lucian 
Bernhard (1883-1972) were among the first celebrated designers who gained 
fame in Western society by creating a popular visual culture for the masses 
(Cramsie, 2010 and Eskilson, 2012). 
The First World War changed the landscape of Europe and its economy. 
Graphic design became a tool to communicate propaganda during wartime. 
James Flagg’s (1877-1960) famous I want YOU for U.S Army (1917) and Howard 
Christy’s (1873-1952) well known recruiting poster Gee!! I Wish I Were a Man 
(1917) illustrates the political temper of the era during which the posters were 
created. Between the first and second world wars, many styles emerged, such as 
Cubism, Dada, De Stijl, Purism, Russian Constructivism, Art Deco, Secession, 
and German Expressionism (Cramsie, 1998).  
A significant milestone in the development of the graphic design history 
was 1919 when Herbert Bayer and László Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946) started to 
teach typography at the Bauhaus School in Weimar, Germany. The typography 
workshop became focused on brand identity, advertisement, and visual 
communication. The Bauhaus attempted to systematically connect the industry 
with the arts and design. German Expressionism continued to be the governing 
force in graphic design. Under the leadership of Walter Gropius (1983-1969), 
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Johannes Ittens (1888-1967), Lyonel Feininger (1871-1956), Moholy-Nagy 
(1895-1946), Marcel Breuer (1902-1981), and Joost Schmidt (1893-1948) were 
among the many modern artists who taught at the modern school of Bauhaus. 
 The term graphic design was created by the book and type designer 
William Addison Dwiggins (1880-1956) in 1922. From the 1920s, graphic 
designers and art directors were coordinating most of the design work (text and 
images) in publishing and advertising agencies. In 1920 the advertising industry 
in the United States grew rapidly. “Between 1914 and 1929, the annual dollar 
volume of advertising rose from $600,000 to nearly $3 billion” (Eskilson, 2012, p. 
242). In the United States many magazines appeared such as Vogue, 
Seventeen, Vanity Fair, and Fortune that enhanced the role of graphic designers 
in the consumer society. However, the political agenda was still a dominant 
aspect of the graphic design industry.  
After the Second World War, economic prosperity allowed the focus of 
graphic design to shift from the war to corporate identities. Many companies 
wanted to create a unified visual look for their corporation to be more 
recognizable among the public. Saul Bass (1920-1996), Paul Rand (1914-1996), 
and Tom Geismar (b.1931-) were among the first graphic designers to create 
corporate identities. These designs were created in the dominant style of the post 
- war era: the international style. The 1960s was the golden age of corporate 
identity and logo design. 
In the United States the international style was quickly followed by 
postmodernism. The postmodern style allowed designers to borrow from different 
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styles and to combine them in an eclectic manner. In the early 2000s there was a 
major shift in graphic design. As technology advanced, computer-based design 
emerged. Designs for print were created by computers, and manual applications 
were taken over by computer software (Photoshop, Freehand); therefore, the 
aesthetics of graphic design became a more digital aesthetics. However, the 
Digital Revolution, which created a new field in graphic design (digital and 
broadcast), only arrived after the late ‘90s (Eskilson, 2012). This historic overview 
shows how visual communication changed throughout human history, and how 
the tools and technologies used in the era shaped the development of the 
graphic design industry. 
Sustainable Models in the Graphic Design Field 
 Modeling sustainable development helps professionals conceptualize and 
integrate sustainability into their practices. Most professions beyond graphic 
design model sustainability as residing at the balanced intersection of the three 
spheres of society, environment, and economy, with interdependent relationship 
in between these different spheres. These three spheres are often referred to as 
the “triple bottom line of sustainable development” (Elkington, 1998, p. 72).  
Elkington (1998) wrote about the importance of the share zones, an 
interdependent relationship in which “[s]ociety depends on the economy—and 
the economy depends on the global ecosystem, whose health represents the 
ultimate bottom line” (p. 73). 
According to Cook (2008) all designed artifacts are embedded in a social 
environment, as they are the imperious work of humans, using raw materials 
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from the natural environment. All three systems are interconnected and are 
dependent on each other’s stability. Cook (2008) clarified that sustainability 
requires an understanding that artifacts are not natural systems, but human 
systems and therefore need clear ethical guidelines that avoid interfering with 
either the natural or the human systems. “Counterfeit naturalism” (Cook, 2008, p. 
265) is when artifacts are treated as natural systems and therefore dealt with in 
ways that deny the ethical responsibilities of the designer.  
Aaris Sherin (2008) modeled the concept of the triple bottom line as a 
series of overlapping spheres. While Elkington (1998) and Cook (2008) placed 
emphasis on the stability and interdependent relation between these spheres, 
Sherin’s pointed out in her model that sustainability only occurs where 
Elkington’s three principles intersect. Therefore, Sherin’s model depicted the 
three pillars of sustainability as distinct spheres, and the overlapping area as 
sustainable practice. 
Wendy Jedlička (2009 a,b) built her theory of sustainability on the triple 
bottom line as well, however she organized the three different areas in a new 
relation. Jedlička explained that sustainable design requires “system thinking” 
(McNamara, 2009, p. 133). System thinking stresses the adoption of concepts of 
interconnectedness and interrelatedness of the world. A design, whether it is a 
book, a poster, or packaging, is a part of a single system, which is the 
environment. Jedlička’s model presented the interconnected and interdependent 
nature of design. What the designer creates is by all means connected to an 
economic system, to the society, and to the environment. A designed product 
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cannot be disconnected from the environment to be sustainable. A designed 
product goes through these three layers at some point in its life cycle; therefore, 
a product must be satisfactory to all three layers of the system. For example, “A 
toxic material might appear to have a nice loop within the economic system yet 
affect workers in the societal system and have negative impacts on the 
environment” (Jedlička et al., 2009b, p. 158).  
Jedlička’s model contrasts the sustainable theory of Cook (2008). 
According to Jedlička (2009), the human system must be part of the natural 
environment to be sustainable. From this theoretical perspective, many natural 
design concepts emerged such as the cradle to cradle (McDonough & Braungart 
2002) and biomimicry (Benyus, 1997). These concepts embrace the idea of the 
philosopher Mendelssohn and its followers, in which art is part of the natural 
world. 
The Living Principles, the sustainability division of the American Institute of 
Graphic Arts (AIGA), further refined this sustainability model. The Living 
Principles added “culture” as the fourth layer of sustainability. These sustainable 
principles—environment, people, economy, and culture—may guide the decision-
making process of sustainability-conscious designers. The environmental layer 
includes moving away from production and manufacturing that impacts the 
natural environment and interrupts the eco-systems. It embraces eliminating 
activities from practices that may contribute to climate change or produce a large 
carbon footprint.  
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At the same time, it is important to engage in practices that will encourage 
preservation and restoration of natural resources. The social layer at AIGA 
focused on building a fair community for people, highlighting “poverty, violence, 
injustice, education, healthcare, safe housing, labor and human rights” 
(livingprinciples.org, n.p.). The third layer is the economy. This layer focused on 
profitability and monetary success, with emphasis on meeting humanity’s basic 
needs. The fourth and last layer involved issues of culture. This layer is 
significant as any design product must be a product of its culture. Through 
culture the identity of the community and place is articulated. Traditions and 
historic artifacts of a community are part of the cultural value of our society. 
According to AIGA it is important to preserve cultural diversity in order to sustain 
human character. 
While there are minor differences between these theoretical frameworks, 
they all rely on system thinking and a holistic view of production. Recognizing the 
need of considering multiple layers of interaction in design, this study will build on 
the theoretical framework of the concept of the triple-bottom-line model of 
sustainability as conceived by Jedlička. Comparing Jedlička’s with Sherin’s 
model it becomes evident that in Sherin’s model the three areas—the 
environmental, the economic, and the social—have independent existences that 
merely intersect. However, in Jedlička’s model these three areas cannot exist 
individually or separately—rather they are part of each other and dependent 
upon each other to function as a system. Furthermore, both Jedlička and 
Sherin’s model considered three pillars of sustainability, while the AIGA’s Living 
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Principle model took more areas into consideration (such as the role of the 
individual, the planet, or businesses). This may obscure the relationship between 
the core pillars of sustainability (environment, society, and economy). Jedlička, 
by making clear the completely overlapping relationship between the elements, 
also defines the role of sustainable graphic designers within this system. 
Lack of Standards 
 Dritz (2014) suggested that the core problem regarding sustainability in 
the graphic design industry derives from the absence of standards. Although 
“graphic designers are ready for a change” (Dritz, 2014, p. 36), there is lack of 
consistency in sustainable practices. Additionally, she mentioned that there is a 
shortage of sustainable education and information available for designers:  
The graphic design industry as a whole has not come to any consensus 
on the definition or expectation of the role of the sustainable graphic 
designer. This has created misunderstanding and potentially missed 
opportunities for graphic designers and the business they serve. (Dritz, 
2014, p. 46). 
 Gavos (2012) surveyed graphic designers to ask them if a LEED Green 
Building type of certification in graphic design would be beneficial for them to 
move toward sustainable practices. Gavos’ survey disclosed an overwhelming 
interest in LEED type education and certification in the field of graphic design. In 
line with Gavos, Carr (2009) advocated for introducing similar standards as 
LEED, provided by the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC), to architecture. 
Carr (2009) also claimed that one of the main reasons for lack of standards in 
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graphic design is that it does not “operate under a system of accreditation” (p. 1). 
Although LEED is a value-added credential, which is administered by the 
USGBC, this suggests that the graphics design industry might incorporate third 
party licensure in order to establish some measure of accountability.  
 Autonomy deficit as service providers. As the literature indicated that 
graphic designers are “service providers” (Cramsie, 2010) rather than 
autonomous artists, their sovereignty in decision-making is limited. The 
mainstream design studios may accept work that benefits corporate clients but is 
not always in alignment with societal and ecological needs. The AIGA noted that 
“Private profit making is often at odds with public good” (Perkins, 2006, n.p.). If 
designers want to realize the power of their work and their position then they 
must have objective tools to negotiate sustainability in the intersections between 
corporations, the consumer, and the global impact of the designed work. While 
the AIGA encourages designers to “ask questions, express doubts, and propose 
alternatives. [They might do so by performing inquiries such as] is the message 
truthful? Is the service beneficial? Is the product useful, made well and produced 
in a sustainable way?” (Perkins, 2006, n.p.).  Asking subjective questions without 
objective standards could jeopardize the client-designer relationship since the 
designer is a service provider for the large corporation. Thus, standards could 
help designers avoid conflicts because the concepts are already accepted by 
large professional design organizations. 
 Without standards it becomes a difficult and personal process to 
determine which clients to accept and which to reject. This can become 
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problematic for designers on several fronts. Designers might not want to seem 
overly critical of prospective clients and rejecting clients can have a huge 
economic impact on design firms. By suggesting that designers can be either 
profitable or principled, the AIGA implies that one cannot be both:  
Some designers consciously shift their activities away from for-profit 
clients and into the not-for-profit realm, into activism and cause-related 
marketing. Many designers have taken the leap to developing their own, 
non-commissioned projects. Design entrepreneurs working at a small 
scale have more latitude to explore new business models and practices 
(Perkins, 2006, n.p.).  
This suggests that designers who work for commission in the corporate global 
market can never fully be balanced between their ethical obligation and their 
professional duties.   
Serving business and alternatives. The global market demands brand 
identities for consumers to be able to differentiate similar products and 
consumers are exposed to hundreds of advertisements, brands, and logos every 
day. AIGA recognizes that graphic design is directly linked to corporate 
consumerism and, thus, unsustainable consumption. Advertising can change 
behavior and the values of consumers. The AIGA debated the position designers 
hold within the consumer market they serve and noted, “Our involvement in 
materialism and conspicuous consumption may even extend to the creation of 
artificial needs and the promotion of unnecessary products through advertising 
and marketing messages that are manipulative or deceptive” (Perkins, 2006, 
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n.p.). Perkins’ (2006) remark aligns with Garland’s (1964), Kalman’s (2000), and 
Glaser’s (2002) critique regarding the ethical barriers of graphic design 
profession because it serves business.  
The entanglement with consumer culture is also detected throughout the 
historical evolution of other design disciplines. The main goal of design was to 
create the illusion of happiness and well-being and associate it with a specific 
brand and product. Assadourian (2010) explained, “In most countries today 
people are exposed to hundreds if not thousands of consumerist symbols every 
day. Logos, jingles, slogans…all these symbols of different brands routinely 
bombard people, influencing behavior even at unconscious levels” (pp. 8-9). The 
goal of graphic designers is to convince consumers to buy the product. Can 
graphic designers as visual communicators contribute to change current 
consumer behaviors to a sustainable consumer culture? Among many designers, 
Brian Dougherty (2008) urged his colleagues to do their share in transforming the 
industry into a sustainable one. Dougherty (2008) strongly believed 
communication must encourage the cultural shift for a sustainable life. 
Yet, to transform the consumer culture we must investigate more about 
how human cultures form and how they shape human behavior. Assadourian 
(2010) explained that all humans are “embedded in a cultural system” (p. 3). 
Human beings grow into a range of “values, beliefs, customs, traditions, symbols, 
norms, and institutions” that becomes their “cultural reality,” which people 
experience as a “natural” behavior (p. 3). Human norms, values, and traditions 
differ all around the globe. Cultures transform throughout history as well; they 
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adjust to new circumstances. Assadourian (2010) insisted that cultures can 
change and the culture of consumerism must change fundamentally for the sake 
of sustaining life on earth. He points out in his essay that:  
Transforming cultures is no small task. It will require decades of effort in 
which cultural pioneers—those who can step out of their cultural realities 
enough to critically examine them—work tirelessly to redirect key culture-
shaping institutions: education, business, government, and the media, as 
well as social movements and long-standing human traditions. (p. 4)  
According to Assadourian (2010), the solution would shift values, norms, 
and habits toward eco-system reconstruction. In addition, he argued that humans 
must reduce mainstream consumption to a minimum level. The remaining 
minimal consumption needs to be either durably or cradle to cradle designed. 
McDonough and Braungart (2002) modeled their cradle to cradle (C2C) design 
approach after cyclical ecological systems, in which organisms decompose after 
death to provide nourishment for the creation of new life, closing the loop of the 
environment (Jedlička, 2009b, p. 235). This strategy opposed linear systems, or 
cradle to grave, where cradle is the birth of the design and the grave is the end of 
use, or the landfill. 
 The cradle to cradle approach of design thus suggested that materials 
must be either durable, transformable to different uses, or decomposable. In this 
way, it is modeled on natural systems that do not produce waste. One of the 
strategies of the cradle to cradle approach is biomimicry, which means to 
stimulate nature in the approach of design; bio refers to life, and mimesis refers 
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to modeling or simulating. Both Assadourian (2010) and McDonough and 
Braungart (2002) clash with Chiappolini (1998), and Cook’s (2008) ideas that 
considered design inherently artificial, therefore they did not believe that making 
design nature-like would provide a sustainable solution. 
The Sustainable Development Commission confirmed that government 
and producer initiatives in the “choice editing” process affected consumer 
behaviors (Maniates, 2010, p. 119). Choice editing means to change the 
mainstream marketplace to a sustainable one by offering only sustainable 
choices for customers and therefore moving consumers to a more sustainable 
consumption (Maniates, 2010). This requires advocating changes from the key 
players who influence mass consumption. Although the main driver of 
consumption is economic, media, government, and education systems also have 
a great impact on consumers. For example, the government has a key role in 
applying tax and policies to motivate consumer behavior to a certain orientation. 
Governmental choice editing has occurred by considering safety factors and 
performance standards (Maniates, 2010). If sustainability is encoded at the 
institutional level, then it would not be left to the ethical choice or subjectivity of 
the individual graphic designer. 
Lack of design ethics in higher educational curricula. Although 
NASAD has demonstrated a clear commitment to sustainable values in art and 
design education, standards for integrating sustainability into the design 
curriculum have yet to fully take shape. As a result, universal integration of 
sustainability oriented standards and accreditation in design programs merits 
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additional research.  Also, as higher education institutions are gradually cycling 
toward accreditation review it may take time to integrate sustainable 
developments in design curriculum. Alain Findeli (2001) argued that most design 
schools lack courses that deal with design theoretical issues, teaching design 
with no philosophical, ethical, and sustainable approach. This has resulted in 
artists and designers lacking the sufficient knowledge, responsibility, and insight 
for making ethical and sustainable artifacts. Also, as each division of 
manufacturing is so specialized and segmented, the design industry has lacked 
the vocabulary, knowledge, and, therefore, the ability and initiatives to 
collaborate within these separate but interconnected areas of the supply chain. 
David Orr (2002) argued that all current ecological issues are ramifications of 
design failures. Orr (2002) urged designers to view design from a completely new 
perspective and advocated for educational reform in the field of design toward a 
sustainably designed world. Similarly, Susan S. Szenasy (2012), an educator of 
design history and design ethics, also advocated for more sustainable practices 
in the design profession. 
Current Resources and Approaches Supporting Sustainable Initiatives 
Findeli (1994) researched the threshold of significance, in which he 
examined what differentiates the banal and the utopian objects from designed 
artifacts. He introduced the space of artifacts model, in which Findeli presented 
two different poles of the designed object spectrum: one pole was “purely 
instrumental” and the opposite was “purely symbolic” (Findeli, 1994, pp. 49-68). 
The threshold of significance includes the aesthetics, ethical responsibilities, and 
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social, cultural, and environmental context of an object. According to Findeli 
(1994), there are two conditions of an artifact. First, a designed object’s value 
must be greater than the “threshold of significance” (p. 53). Everything below this 
line is considered an object of “banality or uselessness” (p. 54)” The second 
condition is the budgetary and technological limitation of a design project. 
Everything above that is a utopian object. Therefore, to make an ethical design 
decision, a designer should evaluate the potential significance and ecological 
impact of a designed object (Findeli, 1994).  
Medardo Chiappolini (1998) stated that: “The concept of nature has, since 
ancient times, always been connected to the idea of a monolithic and immutable 
genitive principle, which being outside and above human actions has therefore 
determined it” (p. 109). Which follows the philosophical view of Kant. According 
to Chiappolini (1998), the duality of a natural and artificial environment is 
inaccurate, as they are one entity. The technological development, just as human 
society, is a segment of the environment. Therefore, he opposed the concept of 
radical environmentalism and deep ecology since every human activity would 
alter the surroundings on some level. Chiappolini (1998) argued technology is not 
the cause of our environmental problems. He speculated that designers have 
detached their work from reality and the environment by over simplifying a 
complex system: 
As every designer knows, the tools to formalize reality, the model, the 
simulation, and the interventions on reality must be as simple as possible. 
There are apparently unsolved contradictions between the complexities of 
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the environment regarded as system and the simplicity intrinsic to the 
design process. (p. 111) 
To solve the artificiality of the design industry, it is necessary to look at 
design as part of an interconnected system. Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) 
measures sustainable effectiveness throughout the entire life cycle of a designed 
product. LCA gives credibility to the design, in that designers become 
accountable for their work as its impacts become measurable. Chiappolini (1998) 
urged designers to broaden their perspectives and methods in which they work 
by integrating knowledge and collaboration between segmented work phases of 
their products. LCA is the only way to track the environmental impact of design; 
therefore, it must be incorporated into the design process.  
Russ (2010) urged design professionals to move the design industry 
toward a sustainable one. At the same time, he acknowledged a current lack of 
accurate data about sustainable materials and manufacturing for designers to 
work with. He wrote: “There are many definitions of sustainability and sustainable 
design; few are very satisfactory when it comes to actual applications” (Russ, 
2010, p. 105). Russ further explained “While there is objective knowledge of 
human impacts on the environment and examples of design that has minimalized 
such impact, there is no objective “toolbox” on which designers may rely” (Russ, 
2010, p. 67). 
In the following I will outline some of the main ongoing discussions 
regarding sustainability both in theory and practice in the field of graphic design. 
Many designers identified sustainable materials and best practices in the field of 
50 
 
graphic design (Benson & Perullo, 2017; Boylston 2009; Dougherty, 2008; Chick 
& Micklethwaite 2011; and Sherin, 2008), and encouraged a more holistic system 
thinking that is rooted in the core of the ethical approaches of the profession 
(Fine, 2016; Jedlička, 2009a, b; and Sherin, 2013). Thus, they joined the broad 
ethical and sustainable discourse across deign disciplines (Benyus, 1997; 
Braungart & McDonough, 2002; Findeli 2001; Fry, 2009, Manzini, 2014; Russ, 
2010; and Walker & Giard, 2013). Along with sustainable design, other 
approaches have emerged from design ethics such as human centered design 
and socially conscious design (Buchanan, 2001; Heller & Vienne, 2003; Resnick, 
2016; Scalin, 2012; Shea, 2012; and Simmons, 2011).  
Chick & Micklethwaite (2011) explored methods to use design thinking 
and entrepreneurship to solve sustainability problems. They encouraged 
designers to solve these problems arguing designers must embrace a greater 
consciousness regarding their work’s social and environmental impacts when 
designing new products and services. Chick & Micklethwaite (2011) developed a 
comprehensive method for sustainable designers to carve out a space in the 
global marketplace. 
Sustainable toolkits. Graphic design practitioners have been developing 
environmentally friendly methods to reduce their ecological footprint. This section 
introduces these latest methods. Undoubtedly, there is still a lot to be done, but 
there are some initiatives that are already in place to help navigate through the 
sustainable design working process. These developments have addressed some 
of the main practical issues when adopting sustainable techniques into the 
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graphic design practice. What follows is a review of published materials that have 
helped establish sustainable graphic design practices, such as toolkits, charts, 
and resources available today for designers who seek to work sustainably. 
Since most designers are still employed in print (Gavos, 2012), and most 
environmental impact is due to the print industry, this section examines the most 
common manufacturing processes and materials graphic designers use in the 
print industry. The review showcases extant scholarship relating to the printing 
process from an environmental perspective, and studies on materials such as 
paper and inks; it also lists currently available resources for graphic designers. 
The O2 International Network for Sustainable Design was founded in 1988 
in Milan, Italy to advocate for nontoxic manufacturing and materials. Since then it 
has grown into an international network, partnering with over 70 countries. The 
O2 International Network organizes events, lectures, and workshops to teach 
sustainable design worldwide. Additionally, the AIGA has promoted sustainability 
by setting up a website that allows designers to locate and identify sustainable 
resources (livingprinciples.org, n.p.). The Paper Finder Tools, Renourish Paper 
Finder Tool, Re-Nourish Green Printer Tool, Living Principles Scorecard, and the 
Celery Design Sustainability Scorecard are among some of the helpful tools that 
assist designers toward sustainable design processes and products. 
The latest progress includes work from Eric Benson and Yvette Perullo, 
co-founders and partners of Renourich, a non-profit organization. This project 
began as Benson’s MFA Thesis, but it has since grown into an online resource 
that lets designers calculate in advance how they can reduce some of their 
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negative impacts on the environment. Furthermore, Benson and Perullo (2017) 
published Design to Renourish: Sustainable Graphic Design in Practice, which 
instructed designers on integrating sustainability into their practice. However, 
these suggestions and calculations are far from being comprehensive since most 
current sustainability initiatives lack interdisciplinary input from other relevant 
sectors and industries.  
Dougherty, a graphic designer and the creator of Celery Design 
Collaborative, wrote Green Graphic Design (2008), which helped put theory in 
practice. He argued that the main problem in the print industry is that its products 
are disposed in the landfill rather than the recycling facility. Additionally, its 
manufacturing process requires a large amount of natural resources. Dougherty 
attempted to target and eliminate all materials from the graphic design industry 
that are destined to have a dead end. He suggested designers work exclusively 
with design materials and processes that have a sustainable profile. Dougherty 
introduced a chart, originally created by Michael S. Brown, called the 
“Sustainability Toolkit and Scorecard” (Dougherty, 2008, p. 186). His chart aimed 
to help graphic designers to choose the right materials for their work and 
determine the ultimate destinations of those materials. The scorecard is easy to 
use and defined materials from an ecological perspective. These measurements 
presented segments of the process that concern the environmental impact of the 
materials, but it failed to reveal the full impact of the entire design process. To 
have a more integral view on the sustainable impacts, graphic designers might 
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create a holistic chart that measures the environmental impact of every work 
phase involved in the process of the product and service lifecycle. 
Sustainable paper and paper mills. Dougherty (2008) posited that the 
graphic design industry is one of the major consumers of paper. Although paper 
is a renewable resource and can be recycled or composted, paper consumption 
leads to deforestation and cutting down ancient forests. Paper also uses a lot of 
energy, consumes and pollutes a large quantity of water, and creates solid waste 
(Dougherty, 2008). Even though fifty percent of North American paper is 
recycled, it is responsible for more than half of the trees harvested (Jedlička, 
2009b). However, there are ways to cut paper consumption if graphic designers 
pay attention. They can use post-consumer recycled (PCR) fibers, sustainably 
harvested virgin fiber, or use tree-free alternative fibers such as bamboo, kenaf, 
hemp, and agricultural-pulp/residue, which are all great fiber alternatives. PCR 
fiber production requires 42 percent less water than virgin fiber production. 
Boylston (2009) noted that one ton of 100 percent of recycled paperboard 
protects 14 trees and conserves more than 1.500 liters of oils, as its production is 
much more energy efficient (p. 32). 
There are many non-profit organizations that encourage and advocate 
responsible forest management and sustainable paper use. The five main 
certifications for a sustainable paper are: The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
certificate, the Ancient Forest Friendly certificate, the Rainforest Alliance Certified 
papers certificate, and the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 
Certification (PEFC) Schemes certificate. The duty of these independent, non-
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profit organizations is to protect endangered forests and advocate for responsible 
forest management around the world (Jedlička, 2009b). 
Recycling paper is important because its fibers can be used to create 
post-consumer paper and it prevents paper-releasing methane while 
decomposing in landfills. Still, recycling is not entirely harmless. In some cases, 
the de-inking process utilizes toxic chemicals. The recycling symbol alone stands 
for a paper that can be recycled, but it is not from recycled fibers (Dougherty, 
2008). All recyclable labels must come “with a qualifying statement regarding the 
availability of recycling programs in a substantial majority of communities for 
product or community” (Jedlička, 2009b, p. 281). When a paper is from post-
consumer recycled fibers, there is a number next to the logo indicating the 
percentage of the recycled fibers in the paper. There is a similar logo for post-
consumer paperboards that is used by many in sustainable packaging today. 
Paper production also requires a large quantity of energy and water 
(Dougherty, 2008). In order to reduce the environmental damage, today many 
sustainable paper mills are using closed-loop systems. According to regulations, 
bleached paper fibers in Europe and North America must use a Chlorine Free 
Process (PCF) or Total Chlorine Free (TCF) fibers to achieve the different 
shades of white paper. TCF refers to a totally chlorine-free virgin paper, while 
PCH stands for processed chlorine-free recycled paper, which demands a 
content that consists of more than 30 percent post-consumer paper. Jedlička 
(2009b) explained that bleaching with chlorine is not only harmful to the natural 
environment, but research shows that being exposed to chlorine can cause 
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sickness in humans as well. TCF and PCF are two symbols that help distinguish 
paper that is chlorine free from other paper mills, which still uses this toxic 
bleaching process. Graphic designers can reduce their carbon-footprint by strictly 
working with fibers that are from renewable energy certified resources, such as: 
Renewable Energy Certificate and Verifiable Emissions Reductions paper mills. 
The sustainable goal for the print design industry is to contract carbon neutral 
manufacturers for their work. 
Sustainable ink. Dougherty (2008) wrote at length about the importance 
of choosing sustainable inks when creating print projects. The two principal 
components of inks are the medium and the pigment. The medium helps the 
pigment stay on the printing roll, but when the pigment is transferred on to the 
paper, the medium must evaporate fast so the pigment absorbs into the paper. 
Putting volatile organic compounds (VOCs) into the medium helps the medium 
evaporate. Standard inks usually contain up to 35 percent VOCs. To reduce the 
environmental footprint of the printing process, designers can use low VOCs or 
VOC-free inks. Designers can also use vegetable-based inks instead of 
petroleum-based inks when printing. Furthermore, instead of using oil-based inks 
that needs solvent-based solutions to clean, water-washable inks are now 
available.  
When applying ink, it not only affects the eco-effectiveness of the printing 
process phase, but also affects the de-inking process once it arrives at the 
recycling facility or in the landfill. Metals such as cooper, zinc, and barium in the 
pigments can contaminate water if leached from the landfills and can generate 
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hazardous waste when going through the de-inking process at the recycling 
facility. Cobalt added into the inks as a drying component is highly toxic to the 
environment as well. To simplify the nontoxic ink-selection process, Pantone 
introduced a new color pallet system called GoeTM, which offers a less 
complicated search Dougherty (2008). 
Sustainable printing manufacturing. One of the biggest problems in the 
print design industry today is that there is a disconnect between designers and 
manufacturers. In most cases the designer creates print projects with no regard 
to how it is going to be manufactured. Dougherty (2008) urged designers to work 
together with printers and inquire about the size of their press sheet. 
Understanding and planning manufacturing processes is necessary for designers 
to get eco-efficient results out of printing to avoid unnecessary waste. Designing 
the press sheet before sending the design to the manufacturer is the key 
strategy. Designers may calculate their maximum project size by deducting from 
the given press sheet size a half inch margin and a quarter inch trim mark. 
The total impression of printing determines which printing method is 
chosen. The quantity of total impressions, or print run, can be categorized in 
three groups. Short runs print between 1-1,000 impressions. For these jobs, 
digital printing is the most sustainable printing method. When setting up the 
digital print it does not produce as much pre-consumer paper waste, the process 
consumes less energy, and there is no need to clean with toxic solvents. 
However, digital printing has many limitations including color use restrictions and 
post-consumer recycled paper options, as it demands an explicit surface quality. 
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Medium scale printing jobs run between 1,000-50,000 impressions. For these 
print jobs, conventional offset lithography printing is most suitable. The offset 
printing technique is based on the repulsion of oil and water. It uses a large 
quantity of energy and water. However, PCR fibers are widely available for offset 
printing. Print jobs that run over 50,000 impressions are considered large print 
jobs. Here, web offset presses are recommended (Dougherty, 2008).  
Conclusion. This literature review on the field of sustainable graphic 
design demonstrates the efforts of graphic designers to take responsibility and 
mitigate negative impacts on society and the environment. However, this review 
also revealed that ethical and sustainable theories in graphic design rely heavily 
on anecdotes rather than systematic empirical studies. Graphic design is still 
lacking methods to systematically measure its negative impact on society and the 
environment. Therefore, it is difficult to establish clear guidelines and standards 
for sustainability. Today, sustainability is left to the moral judgment of the 
individual designer and viewed as activism. Even though some graphic design 
institutions have regulative power, such as NASAD, they have not yet 
established guidelines. However, I argue that without institutionalizing 
sustainability, sustainable values and objective guidelines, sustainability will not 
create a paradigm shift in the collective mainstream graphic design industry. 
The literature also illuminated that there are many innovative approaches 
for sustainability in the context of graphic design. However, these options were 
largely promoted through individual activist publications, which may not reach an 
audience of mainstream graphic designers. Because institutions mediate the 
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values of the mainstream profession, it is necessary to examine whether and 
how graphic design institutions promote responsible and intelligent professional 
activities to current and future graphic designers. As the literature review 
indicated there has not been a significant amount of empirical research made in 
graphic design and therefore there is no clear standards established in the field. 
However, many professionals have pointed out that there is a need to create 
interdisciplinary work that crosses design and empirical studies. The literature 
also emphasized the significant role of education, manufacturing practices, and 
policy makers in shifting towards sustainability in the graphic design industry.  
Because sustainability acknowledges the interconnected nature of the 
world, recognizing the multiple sectors and stakeholders involved and the 
different interests of each constituency is not an easy task. Solving the 
sustainability crisis in the graphic design industry is not a singular task. Working 
collaboratively together in a multidisciplinary team effort, investing in empirical 
and creative research may be the way to develop strategies to create sustainable 
standards for the graphic design industry. To that end, this research offers a first 
step to provide empirical evidence that future research may build upon.  
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C H A P T E R  3 :  M E T H O D O L O G Y  
Today mainstream businesses are moving toward a sustainable supply 
chain, and many corporate executives recognize sustainability as an important 
mission of their company (Kiron, Unruh, & Kruschwitz, et al., 2017). Studies 
showed (Dritz, 2014; Gavos, 2012) that mainstream graphic designers are ready 
for a change and would be interested in obtaining a LEED type certification, yet 
the collective graphic design profession has still not created standards or any 
consensus on what sustainable graphic design actually means. Inconsistent or 
absent standards regarding sustainability in graphic design may create confusion 
and prevent the profession from keeping up with the sustainable initiatives of the 
mainstream business (Dritz, 2014). Because the graphic design profession is 
composed of many dispersed individual practitioners, professional institutions 
play a key role in shaping a cohesive voice of the profession. Therefore, this 
research will explore how the concept of sustainability manifests in the textual 
productions of three representative graphic design institutions: (a) the four most 
popular contemporary graphic design trade magazines, (b) in the AIGA website, 
and in (c) the mission statements of ten higher-educational graphic design 
programs.  
Magazines are public records that reflect the culture and fundamental 
norms of a group (Altheide, 1996), so this research will examine how sustainable 
values are communicated and negotiated in the editorial textual content of 
contemporary, mainstream graphic design trade publications. Scott (1995) 
indicated that professional organizations have a significant role in shaping the 
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beliefs and values of the practice because “as distinct from unions, professional 
occupations have sought to exercise control not only over the condition of work 
(pay, benefits, and safety) but over the definitions of the work itself” (p. x). Thus, 
it is important to survey the messages that AIGA publishes on its website to 
understand the profession’s collective voice and position toward the pillars of 
sustainability. Higher education implants ethical standards in whole generations 
of designers (Findeli, 2001), therefore it is necessary to investigate how the 
concept of sustainability manifests in the mission statements of university graphic 
design departments. Examination of these three domains reveals the state of the 
core institutional values of graphic design regarding sustainability.  
Theoretical Perspective 
Because “all research is interpretive: guided by a set of beliefs and 
feelings about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2013, p. 13) it is important to acknowledge the epistemological stance of 
the researcher. This research is grounded in the constructionist epistemology 
paradigm, which rejects the notion of the “truth” “simply as objective” or “simply 
as subjective” (Crotty, 1998, p. 43). Rather, meaning is constructed “by human 
beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting” (Crotty, 1998, p. 43). 
Social constructionism argues that culture is the foundation of governing rules in 
the individuals’ meaning-making process. Crotty (1998) positioned culture as a 
“source rather than a result of human thought and behavior” (p. 53). Phenomena 
therefore are “constructed and sustained by the observation of the social rules” 
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(Greenwood, 1994, p. 85), which implies that practitioners create meaning from 
the rules and values culture presents to them.  
Graphic design practitioners are influenced by the gatekeepers of their 
culture who set the rules of the design community. The gatekeepers of a culture 
are the collective voice of practitioners who unify under one cohesive voice of the 
institution. Scott (1995) indicated that “[i]ndividuals do construct and continuously 
negotiate social reality in everyday life, but they do so within the context of wider, 
preexisting cultural systems: symbolic frameworks […] that provide orientation 
and guidance” (p. 41). Thus, investigating the values and behaviors that the 
representative institutions communicate is necessary as they are shaping the 
norms and beliefs of their community.  
If meaning is shaped, what is the meaning of sustainability within the 
culture of the mainstream graphic design institutions? Specifically, this research 
will analyze the written content that key institutions produce. To this end I 
propose three sites of research: (a) four most broadly circulated professional 
graphic design trade magazines editorial content published in 2017; (b) the 
textual content of the American Institute of Graphic Arts webpage; and (c) ten 
graphic design higher education’s mission statements. From this analysis, I will 
formulate an understanding of the dominating values regarding sustainability 





The phenomenological approach was chosen to best investigate the 
meaning of sustainability as it appears within the commercial graphic design 
institutions’ textual content. The word phenomenology comes from the Greek 
words φαινομένον which means: “something that shows itself,” or “to bring 
something to light” and λόγος which means to study (Heidegger & Dahlstrom, 
2005, p. 4). Phenomenology is more of an analytical approach than a theory, 
which investigates the thing as it appears or shows itself (Ram & Houston, 2015). 
This philosophical approach was chosen also because phenomenology concerns 
itself with “what all participants have in common” with the collective or “the 
universal essence” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). Thus, this approach deals with the 
core substance of a phenomenon and seeks commonalities within the 
descriptions of a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009).  
Specifically, the hermeneutic approach of phenomenology is applied in 
this study because it emphasizes the meaning that the text carries and the 
interpretation of the phenomena with the means of textual document analysis. 
“Everything that is said and is there in the text stands under anticipations” 
(Gadamer, 1976, p. 121), which means that text is a testimony and evidence of 
the phenomena as it appears. In this research, texts produced by professional 
institutions will be examined as such a vehicle for transmitting meaning within a 
community.  
The hermeneutic approach this research follows the work of Martin 
Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Max van Manen. Although van Manen 
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(1990) does not recommend applying a set of rules when conducting 
hermeneutic phenomenological research, he suggested researchers identify a 
general “abiding” concern (p. 31). Then, the researcher discovers essential 
schemes within the text. In the case of this study this general concern is the lack 
of consensus on what sustainability means in the field of commercial graphic 
design. Following this identification of schemes, van Manen (1990) suggested 
concluding with a thick description of the detected essence of the phenomena 
found within the text.  
Data Selection 
Analyzing “[o]rganizational and institutional documents have been a staple 
in qualitative research for many years” (Bowen, 2009, p. 27). Professional 
institutions such as trade magazines, work associations, academic institutions, 
academic journals and conferences are the main channels where the graphic 
design profession communicates and therefore influences the values and beliefs 
of its members or audiences. To triangulate my data, three different discourse 
sites were selected: (a) the AIGA website, (b) contemporary graphic design trade 
magazines, and (c) higher-educational graphic design programs. All “relevant 
text” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 18) was coded and analyzed on the selected datasets. 
For the purpose of this research, a text was considered relevant if it responds to 
the “analytic lens” of sustainability (Saldaña, 2016, p. 7). Ultimately, the aim was 
to arrive to data saturation, which ensured that “no new properties, dimensions, 
conditions” came to surface (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 136).  
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To assess the first research question (RQ1) how have contemporary 
mainstream graphic design trade magazines articulated the concept of 
sustainability, the four highest circulation number graphic design trade 
magazines were selected from SRDS Media Solutions Database (see Table 1).  
Table 1 
 
Main Attributes of the Four Magazines 
Data-set  
Trade 










 Bimonthly    20,537* 
 










  30,899* 




 Bi-monthly   11,672* 
 
 





 Bi-monthly   10,556* 
 
 
Note. *Source: (SRDS, 2017, n.p.). 
 
Altogether, four fall 2017 issues of these magazines were analyzed through the 
lens of sustainability. Each individual issue consisted of approximately 6- 20 units 
(articles and vignettes) that were coded and analyzed. The data selection 
included the following trade publications: Graphic Design USA (GDUSA), 
Communication Arts, How, and Print. I treated these magazines as a unified 
voice without mentioning individual contributors, as many times there was no 
specific indication of the individual writers’ bylines.  
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Specifically, the GDUSA, October 2017 issue was selected for my first 
dataset. In the entire trade issue’s editorial content, I identified and coded 18 
units that mentioned sustainability (unit 1-17a/b). The GDUSA trade magazine 
targets graphic design professionals who design and produce advertising and 
communication products and services. It is important to mention that the 
analyzed units were located in the “Responsible Design” section of the 
magazine, which was sponsored by Rolland Enterprises based in Saint-Jerome, 
Quebec, Canada. Rolland is one of the most environment-friendly paper 
producers in North America, and a leading offset and digital printing company.   
The Communication Arts, September/October 2017 issue contributed my 
second dataset, and I identified and coded 19 units (unit 18-37) that mentioned 
sustainability. Communication Arts overall is edited for designers, art directors, 
design firms, corporate design departments, advertising agencies, interactive 
designers, illustrators and photographers, everyone involved in visual 
communication. Communication Arts offers new ideas and informs design 
practitioners about the highest professional standards of the industry.  
The fall 2017 issue of How, a graphic design trade magazine, was my 
third dataset, which consisted of six (6) coded units (Unit 38-44). How magazine 
offers the latest and in-depth insights for graphic designers on topics such as 
creativity, business, and technology. The magazine’s targeted audience consists 
of individual/freelance graphic designers, students, and design studios and firms. 
How also displays the most current design precedents from around the world. 
The magazine also provides professional development online courses led by 
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professional graphic designers. How sets out to inspire designers to achieve the 
best quality and most technically advanced approaches to the graphic design 
profession. The magazine suspended its hard copy publications in Spring 2018 
but persists in a digital format accessible online. 
The fall 2017 issue of Print Magazine was my fourth dataset. I identified 
and analyzed 12 units (Unit 45-56) within this dataset. Print Magazine was 
founded in 1940 and is one of the oldest graphic design trade magazines. Since 
Winter 2017 the magazine suspended all its printed publications and it is only 
available online. The magazine informs graphic designers on current trends and 
issues regarding the global graphic design industry. The magazine is edited and 
written by top graphic design professionals and design thinkers such as Zachary 
Petit, Steven Heller, Debbie Millman, Ellen Shapiro, Paul Shaw, and Jude 
Stewart. In the fall 2017 issue Scott Boylston, prominent sustainable design 
educator and designer wrote the article entitled “Graphic Design and the 
Anthropocene- an Argument for more Sustainable Design Thinking – and thus a 
more sustainable world” (Unit 56) that advocated for a sustainability paradigm 











Figure 1. Distribution of Units in Dataset 1-4. All together 55 units were analyzed in Dataset 1-4. 
These units were identified as sustainable in each individual issue of the graphic design 
magazines. 
 
Next, I analyzed the textual content of the online communication platform 
produced by the AIGA professional association to investigate (RQ2) How has the 
American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) communicated the concept of 
sustainability to its members? Public documents can reflect cultural norms and 
values at a time of history. They can be a rich and valuable source to track 
communication of a culture and society. Altheide (2000) emphasized the link 
between document analysis and discourse tracking, arguing that this data 
collection strategy is a way to observe the development of discourse. I identified 
five units as sustainable within dataset five. All units were retrieved from: 
https://www.aiga.org.  Only units that were tagged as sustainable by the AIGA 








GDUSA CA Print How
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Attributes of the Units from the AIGA website 
Dataset  Website  Unit 
5  http://aiga.orgretrieved in 2017  57-62 
 
To understand (RQ3) How have the mission statements and web textual 
content of graphic design higher education departments conceived of 
sustainability? In order to answer this question, ten academic graphic design 
programs were selected from an alphabetically ranked list of the GDUSA's 2017 
article of the top graphic design schools in the United States. All three datasets 
were collected during fall 2017. These schools were listed in Table 3. I divided 






Attributes of the Academic Programs 
Data- set  Graphic Design Programs  Unit  Location  Student Population  Control 
6  Academy of Art University   63  San Francisco, CA 
 
 15,212  Private for-profit 
  Art Center College of Design  64  Pasadena CA 
 
 2,045  Private not-for-profit 
  Auburn University  65  Auburn, AL  25,912  Public 
  Boston University College of 
Fine Arts 
 66  Boston, MA  32,112 (entire Boston 
University) 
 Private not-for-profit 
  California College of Arts  67  Oakland, CA 
 
 1,998  Private not-for-profit 
  California Institution of the 
Arts (CalArts) 
 68  Valencia, CA  1,459 *  Private* 
  Carnegie Mellon School of 
Design  
 69  Pittsburgh, PA  12,587 (entire Carnegie 
Mellon University) 
 
 Private not-for-profit 
  College for Creative Studies  70  Detroit, MI  1,459  Private not-for-profit 
 
  Cooper Union School of Art   71  New York, NY 
 
 966  Private not-for-profit 
  Cranbrook Academy of Art  72  Bloomfield Hills, MI  156  Private not-for-profit 








Four Research Questions in Connection with the Datasets 




Graphic design trade magazines: 
1. Communication Arts Design Annual Report, 2017 
September/October  
2. Graphic Design USA, 2017 
3. How, 2017 
4. Print, 2017 
 
  
1. How has contemporary 
mainstream graphic design 
trade magazines articulated 




















AIGA website  2. How has the American 
Institute of Graphic Arts 
(AIGA) communicated the 
concept of sustainability to 
their members? 
 
 5  57-62  6 
Graphic design programs in higher education: 
1. Academy of Art University in San Francisco, CA 
2. Art Center College of Design at Pasadena, CA  
3. Auburn University at Auburn, AL  
4. Boston University College of Fine Arts at Boston, MA 
5. California College of Arts in Oakland, CA 
6. California Institution of the Arts at Valencia, CA  
7. Carnegie Mellon School of Design in Pittsburgh, PA  
8. College for Creative Studies in Detroit, MI  
9. Cooper Union School of Art in New York, NY 
10. Cranbrook School of Art in Bloomfield Hills, MI. 
 3. How has the mission 
statements of graphic 






























Data Collection Method  
To best investigate the phenomenon of sustainability within the selected 
graphic design institutions, textual document analysis was selected to explore 
discursive practice in the field. According to Bowen (2009) the method of 
document analysis can be used as the only data source in the case of 
hermeneutic inquiry, historical, and cross-cultural studies. May (2011) described 
documents as “sedimentations of social practices that have the potential to 
inform and structure the decisions which people make on a daily and long-term 
basis” (p. 198). Documents as a data source may yield information on cultural 
context and reflect on how a culture and a community make sense of a 
phenomenon (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Coffey, 2013; May, 2011; Lee, 2002). 
Document analysis, therefore, allows the researcher to explore the status of how 
graphic designers in the selected sites made sense of sustainability. Textual 
content produced by the selected institutions offered a rich source of data to 
assess the professional discourse within the graphic design field. 
Merriam (2009) explained that documents embrace a wide range of 
primary and secondary sources such as public records, popular culture 
documents, visual documents, and artifacts. In this regard, the textual content 
that these institutions produce may be categorized both as public record (mass 
media) and popular culture document. They reflect the culture, while they also 
reveal the fundamental beliefs and norms of a society (Altheide, 1996). 
Documents – as a data source – may yield information on cultural context and 
reflect on how a culture and a community make sense of a phenomenon 
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(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Coffey, 2013; May, 2011; Lee, 2002). Document 
analysis, therefore allowed me to explore how graphic design institutions made 
sense of sustainability and may reveal underlying values of the selected graphic 
design institutions regarding sustainability.  
As the aim of this research was to explore how sustainability is presented 
to graphic design practitioners, the study needed a discussion platform where 
communication could be tracked about sustainability that was constant data and 
not produced for the sake of this research. Coffey (2013) draws attention to the 
difference between ‘found’ documents produced for a purpose before the 
research at hand and between documents that were made for the specific 
research purposes at hand. For this study, it was important to remove the 
researcher’s influence on the subject.  
Data Analysis Method 
In Vivo coding (please note, different from NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis 
Software) was applied for the analysis because it was necessary to label codes 
with the exact language the writers used in these units (Saldaña, 2016, p. 105). 
Saldaña (2016) explained “[a]s you read interview transcripts or other documents 
that feature participant voice, attune yourself to words and phrases that seem to 
call for bolding, underlining, italicizing, highlighting, or vocal emphasis if spoken 
aloud” (p. 106). In Vivo Coding allowed detection of the different ways the lexicon 
emerged. With this coding method, the research focused only on the concept of 
sustainability and highlighted words and phrases used by the writers to describe 
their sustainable practice. My themes therefore, emerged from my collapsed 
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most common codes. Therefore, the themes that I deliver in my findings reflect 
the lexicon that emerged directly from the analyzed data. 
This data analysis approach was useful for synthesizing the data into 
meaningful information and helped identify critical links and patterns in the data. 
Charmaz (2001) defined coding as the “critical link between data collection and 
their explanation of meaning” (Saldaña 2016, p. 3). In addition, analytical memos 
helped me reflect on meaning making with the data and to develop codes. This 
theoretical framework provided an opportunity to examine the selected 
institutions textual content through the specific lens of sustainability.  
Research Procedure  
Data collection began in October 2017 and ended on November 2017. 
The most recent magazine issues and web content were included in the data. 
Next, the entire textual content of the selected institutions was hermeneutically 
read with relevant content divided into units. Then, units that showed evidence of 
the three pillars of sustainability were marked for further analysis. Because 
sustainability is still considered a subjective and ambiguous term in graphic 
design, sustainability often appeared mixed with similar terms such as 
“responsible design” and “design for good.” However, the analysis only 
considered a unit sustainable if it specifically mentioned the term sustainable or 
referred to it by the holistic approach of the triple bottom line, as demonstrated by 
Jedlička (2009a). This decision was made, due to the purpose of the current 
study, which was to understand what sustainability means when the selected 
institutions used the actual term. 
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Coding commenced, identifying recurring themes. In Vivo Coding 
(Elemental Methods) were used for the first cycle coding. For the second cycle 
coding method, Focused Coding condensed codes into broader themes. Finally, 
themes were linked together and interpreted while connecting back to the 
literature review and theory at hand. Synthesizing data into useful information 
was essential to find patterns within the data.  
Sustainability as an explicit concept and the three individual domains 
(social, environmental, and economical) were incorporated into the development 
of codes. Any sentence that mentioned or referred to the concept of sustainability 
was coded and analyzed. Some authors used terms as explicit synonyms for 
sustainability, such as ethical, social, green, responsible, and design for good; 
these sentences were also included. When sustainability and its three pillars 
were detected within the selected data, the sentence was underlined, and tagged 
as social, environmental, economic, or sustainable. This tagging method gave 
me further indication of which pillar was mentioned in the underlined sentence. I 
tagged the underlined sentence sustainable, only when sustainability was 
explicitly mentioned, or all three pillars were included in the same sentence, or in 
some cases, when sustainability was clearly understood from the textual context 
of the sentence.  
Next, I entered all underlined sentences into Excel sheets, labeled with 
each tag (social, environmental, economic, and sustainable). Table 5 illustrates 
my tagging process. Table 5 demonstrates how codes emerged from the actual 
textual content of the data. For example, in Table 5 the first sentence consists of 
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a sentence explicitly mentioning sustainability. However, the second (Unit 4) and 
fourth (Unit 4) sentences did not mention the term sustainability. Still, we know 
that the writer referred to sustainability because the sentence before and after in 
the same unit explicitly mentioned sustainability: “but the need for sustainable 
innovation is very much alive” (Unit 4). This is an example for using textual 
context in tagging. The seventh sentence (Unit 69) gives another example of my 
tagging method, for the case when the term sustainability was not explicitly 
mentioned, but the writer listed all three pillars of sustainability in his/her 











In Vivo Coding Method- Process 
Unit  Quotes  In Vivo Code 1.  In Vivo Code 2.  Focused Code  Tag 
1  
 
I believe design has the power to 
lead the way for positive change, to 
shift consumer behavior and lifestyle 
aspirations toward a healthier and 
sustainable future. 
 Design has power 







 Design for 
sustainable change 
 Sustainable 
4  The budgets are a bit more modest 
than they were a few years ago… 
 than a few years 
ago 
 budgets more 
modest 
 Challenge- budget  Sustainable 
4  …, but the need for sustainable 
innovation is very much alive. 
 need for 
sustainable 
innovation is alive 
 need for 
sustainability is 
alive 
 Sustainability is 
relevant 
 Sustainable 
4  But it [sustainability] does often 
require patience to see the impact. 
 require patience to 
see the impact 
 require patience 
to see impact 
 
 Challenges- more 
time 
 Sustainable 
7  The other challenge [sustainability] 
is the time necessary to research 
various materials and processes, a 
process we often liken to 
investigative journalism. 









 Challenges – more 
time 
 Sustainable 
60  The Living Principle for Design were 
borne out of the design profession’s 
need for an aspirational and 
actionable framework for integrated 
sustainability-a common point of 
reference to which all designers can 
refer. 
 design profession’s 

















Table 5 Cont. 
In Vivo Coding Method- Process 
Unit  Quotes  In Vivo Code 1.  In Vivo Code 2.  Focused Code  Tag 
69  Organizations are actively seeking 
new problem-solving approaches 
that respond to escalating business, 
social, and environmental 
challenges. 










 Sustainability is 
relevant 
 Sustainable 




I applied five approaches to secure validity in this research. First, the 
dissertation research faculty committee members were consulted on a regular 
basis when codes were to be established and analyzed. The researcher made 
sure that the critical lens of sustainability was systematically and consistently 
applied when coding, analyzing, and “themeing” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 68) the data. 
Please note that according to Saldaña (2016) “themeing” (p. 68) means to 
organize the analysis into main themes. Second, peer-review was used to ensure 
consistency and create trustworthiness within the analysis. Third, bracketing was 
also utilized to remain conscious of biases and assumptions. Fourth, “analytic 
memos” (p. 54) tracked decision making processes and rationale when coding 
and “themeing” (p. 68) the data. Lastly, a reflective journal was kept during this 
study. The reflective journal helped me to surface pre-assumptions in regards to 
the analysis of the data. 
Ethical Consideration 
In this study the researcher did not personally or financially benefit from 
this research. All data analyzed in this research were public records and were 
published in print or online. Therefore, there was no need to protect the identities 
of individuals or institutions. The dissertation proposal protocol was submitted to 
the West Virginia University Institutional Review Board (IRB) on November 14, 
2017. IRB determined that this study did not meet the definition of human subject 
research and therefore, for this study, an IRB full review was not required. 
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C H A P T E R  4 :  F I N D I N G S  
The literature review indicated a lack of consensus of what the term 
sustainability means in the graphic design industry. As a result, I examined the 
selected datasets for evidence of how sustainability is represented and in what 
way the three pillars are portrayed. This chapter also examines the balance and 
hierarchy of the three pillars of sustainability throughout the dataset. All sections 
provide a chart to visually demonstrate the findings. 
Chapter four provides analysis of my findings in four sections. The first 
section identifies three main themes that appear in datasets 1-4, which were the 
four analyzed graphic design trade magazines. This section addresses my first 
research question (RQ1). The second section identifies three main themes found 
in dataset 5, which was the AIGA website textual content and addresses my 
second research question (RQ2). Section three provides insight to the three 
prevailing themes found in dataset 6, which were the top ten graphic design 
academic programs’ mission statements. This section addresses my third 
research question (RQ3). Section four explores the relationship and hierarchy 
between the three pillars of sustainability (social, environmental, and economic) 
within the entire data (RQ4).  
Graphic Design Trade Magazines 
In this section, I examined the main themes emerging from the data for the 
question: (RQ1) How have contemporary mainstream graphic design trade 
magazines articulated the concept of sustainability? Three main themes emerged 
from my analysis of the trade magazine data: challenge at 51 percent, design for 
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sustainable change at 32 percent, and choosing clients at 17 percent (see Figure 
2). 
 
Figure 2. Sustainability in Data 1-4. This chart shows the three main themes of sustainability 
within the graphic design trade magazines (Data 1-4). 
 
First theme. Of all the themes, the largest one, at 51 percent, was 
challenge. In this category, designers mentioned the challenges they faced while 
practicing sustainable graphic design, such as (a) the lack of standardized 
sustainable operational systems in place; (b) the higher cost of sustainable 
materials, which results in budgetary constraints; (c) the amount of time it takes 
to find sustainable materials and processes, due to the lack of sustainable 
resources available for designers; and (d) the current political climate. Each 
challenge is explored in more detail below.  
Designers pointed out a lack of standardized sustainable operational 




Sustainability in Data 1-4
challenge design for sustainable change choosing clients
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profession. A sustainable designer argued that the sustainable packaging system 
is segmented and it needs to be fixed to design sustainably:  
Within our specific niche of consumer packaging goods, there are 
pervasive problems if we ever want to be a truly sustainable society. One 
example is the disjointed material recovery system in the U.S. that has 
different processes and abilities for recycling and composting in each city 
and state, making it impossible to distribute truly sustainable CPG 
packaging nationally. (Unit 3)   
However, this argument also revealed that sustainable graphic designers 
view their services as part of a larger holistic and multidisciplinary production 
chain system, rather than an isolated entity providing only visual services. 
Sustainable designers indicated that one designer cannot solve the problem by 
themselves; an interdisciplinary and collaborative design community including 
manufacturers must come together and create a standardized common approach 
for how to effectively operationalize each sector in a unified sustainable 
production chain. Because this common language does not yet exist, it will take 
some time and effort to create products and services that are truly sustainable.  
Another challenge found in the data concerning sustainability was 
budgetary stress and concerns. Because the triple bottom line of sustainability 
includes the economic pillar, sustainable products and services must be 
economically profitable. A graphic designer pointed out that it is a significant 
problem, then, that “greener materials … are more expensive than their 
conventional counterparts” (Unit 7). The higher manufacturing costs of 
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sustainable products drive up the cost of sustainable solutions, leaving designers 
with less negotiating power to offer sustainable solutions to their clients: “overall 
one reason clients may be hesitant to commit could be the stigma that 
sustainability is inherently more expensive” (Unit 47). In addition, some designers 
referred to decreasing federal funding to support sustainable projects: “With state 
budget shortages and changing federal policies, we’re thinking about ways to 
replace the potential loss of grant funding for several community projects and 
NPO clients that we work with” (Unit 16). 
Many designers therefore indicated that they work pro-bono to help non-
profit organizations with good causes to subsidize the higher expenses of green 
practices. However, a designer acknowledged “Pro-bono work, while admirable, 
is not sustainable over the long term” (Unit 9). The way some designers try to 
compensate for the monetary loss was to “choose our corporate for-profit clients 
based on their willingness to support non-profit ventures…our selection criteria 
[for for-profit clients] in accepting businesses [includes] their willingness to pull 
alongside through their corporate responsibility policies” (Unit 17). This suggests 
that a graphic designer today needs to have a business strategy to mitigate the 
higher costs affiliated with sustainable manufacturing. One strategy mentioned in 
the data was to convince commercial clients to absorb some of the extra costs 
that the designer might lose while working for other clients that may prefer 
sustainable solutions.  
Many designers indicated that designing sustainably is time consuming 
because there are no available resources on which designers can rely. A 
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designer used the metaphor of “investigative journalism” to describe sustainable 
graphic design: “we read MSDS sheets [Material Safety Data Sheet], have 
conference calls with technicians and chemists, and ask vendors extremely 
specific questions they’re often annoyed by” (Unit 7). This statement also 
connects to the previous challenge of the lack of a reliable sustainable supply 
chain. However, another designer voiced that despite the extra efforts and 
monetary investments that sustainable design needs, the benefits are not 
immediate and thus “it does often require patience to see the impact” (Unit 4).  
Another challenge that graphic designers indicated was the “current 
political climate.” As one designer noted, “federal environmental policies have 
changed for the worse.” Another designer contended that the lack of federal 
environmental policies has caused less than ideal conditions for sustainability: 
“Since President Trump pulled the U.S. from the Paris Climate Accords and 
denies the reality of climate change, it’s an uphill battle to achieve our mission” 
(Unit 15). Unless the government supports holistic initiatives toward 
sustainability, a common societal consensus toward sustainability is unlikely. 
Therefore, current efforts leading to sustainability, including for-profit and pro-
bono initiatives, are not enough to allow this vision to thrive. It requires collective 
action, including legislation and the federal government, to steer regulation 
toward creating a sustainable supply chain and marketplace where all three 
pillars of sustainability are considered. When this new system, operations, and 




All four challenges described in the data have a common emphasis on the 
lack of affordable and measurable sustainable systems for graphic designers. 
This gap can cause difficulties in providing consistent and reliable sustainable 
services to clients and customers. These challenges may not only cause a 
delaying effect on current sustainable efforts, but also may discourage potential 
designers from pursuing sustainable practices because of the additional uphill 
battles they may face.  
 Second theme. Design for sustainable change was the second most 
prevalent theme at 32 percent. Designers indicated that they saw the potential for 
the profession to be a force for changing public perception by incorporating 
design to advance sustainable lifestyles. A designer mentioned, “I believe design 
has the power to lead the way for positive change, to shift consumer behavior 
and lifestyle aspirations toward a healthier and sustainable future” (Unit 8). 
Designers not only want to avoid designs that may cause harm or “help sell 
products on a lie” to the public and the environment, but want also to be an 
engine that drives current mainstream culture to be more sustainable (Unit 47). 
Another graphic designer mentioned “graphic design has power. It’s an incredible 
tool, and when wielded properly, it really can change the world” (Unit 45). A 
group of socially conscious and environmentally responsible graphic designers 
declared, “2017 is an incredible time and opportunity to use design for change” 
(Unit 5). These designers believe they can change how people behave through 
the conceptual power of their work. Designers have come to the realization that 
even though they may work on a single image, this image likely will be mass-
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produced. Therefore, their work will be interwoven into the collective fabric of the 
cultural consciousness. 
It is important to note that designers turned to sustainable design out of a 
sense of moral obligation, which drew them away from traditional practice. In 
general, traditional practice has primarily concerned itself with aesthetics and 
functionality rather than morality. The data suggested that for sustainable 
designers it was important to produce work in which they find meaning by having 
a positive impact on the larger society and the environment. Some designers 
prefer to produce work that matters, work that adds a moral value to the 
commercial aspects of the profession. These sustainable graphic designers 
reported that they found little fulfillment in their commercial design work, thus 
causing them to seek out work that has a positive impact on the public and can 
actually change society for the better. According to one of the articles, “After a 
decade running a traditional firm, James felt like there had to be more to 
design… [therefore he transitioned] his company and career to focus on 
designing for social impact” (Unit 16). Another designer reported that “We are 
trying to give back to society from a profession where it’s sometimes difficult to 
feel like you’re bringing anything good to the group” (Unit 47).  
Designers also contended that the power of graphic design rests within its 
mass-communicational quality. Because graphic designers work for the citizens 
of the world, graphic design has enormous power to change society for the 
better. One article featured a designer who said, “graphic designers have been 
branded by the establishment as the day laborers of the fine art world… the 
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bastard of our creative craft… the boots-on-the ground” (Unit 45). But the source 
continued that precisely because graphic designers are serving the greater 
public, they are the artists who can actually impact people’s lives the most:  
[A]s the boots-on-the-ground, we’re the ones who can use our skills to try 
to fix the bent and broken around us. Graphic design has power. In fact, it 
has a hell of a lot of power. It’s an incredible tool, and when wielded 
properly, it really can change the world- or at least start to chip away at its 
archaic foundations. (Unit 45) 
The emotional tone of this quote demonstrates the strong sense of moral 
purpose that guides graphic designers to work more sustainably. 
Graphic designers believe they have enormous potential for achieving 
positive impact through their designs. For example, one designer mentioned, “we 
need to come to terms with the power and impact of our profession. We need to 
help mindfully bring a sustainable world into existence” (Unit 56). As another 
designer indicated, their mission was “to leverage the power of design to create 
social, environmental, and economic change” (Unit 17b). Graphic designers wield 
substantial power. After all, traditional designers operating on a non-sustainable 
paradigm allowed un-sustainable ideologies to perpetuate in the media in the first 
place. A graphic designer admitted that 
[W]e unwittingly find ourselves as some of the chief architects of that 
denial [about the state of the world]…Don’t belittle the power of graphic 
design. Don’t rationalize your design contribution as a drop in the bucket 
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or merely the result of your day job. Don’t deflect blame to other 
industries…. Don’t roll your eyes. And don’t groan. (Unit 56) 
The writer continued to say that “social norms have enabled such [unsustainable] 
behaviors, and reflecting and amplifying societal norms is a graphic designer’s 
stock in trade” (Unit 56). If graphic designers have the power to modify social 
norms, they can also then consciously change and endorse more sustainable 
ideologies. In the words of one designer, “why can’t the human footprint be a 
positive one?” (Unit 56). The author of this unit clearly called for a collective 
action rather than one-off sustainable initiatives. The author believed that only a 
unified community of designers could thus change perceptions of the future for a 
global audience. A common mission for designers can be to “not just solve-
problems, but create sustainable solutions and systematic change for the global, 
social, environmental, and economic challenges we face” (Unit 8). Through the 
power of their work and with conscious design decisions, designers can 
perpetuate new ideologies leading toward a more sustainable future.  
Third theme. At 17 percent, the second most commonly discussed theme 
was choosing clients. The code choosing clients indicated that the prevailing way 
to work sustainably for graphic designers was to choose their clients based on 
the client’s sustainable values and work culture. Sustainable graphic designers 
“try to align [them]selves with likeminded clients who want to make their business 
more sustainable” (Unit 7). Many graphic designers mentioned that because 
there is still no affordable and reliable sustainable infrastructure in place, some 
graphic designers may feel little autonomy in negotiating with non-sustainable 
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clients to choose sustainable solutions. Therefore, one of the few sources of 
control they have is through choosing their clients. To accomplish this, the data 
suggested that graphic designers are more likely to select sustainable companies 
and clients, when there are enough sustainable clients to keep their businesses 
alive:  
We can make a living now in design without wreaking overconsumption 
havoc. We can choose our clients not simply based on how much money 
can be made, but on how promoting more of what they’re selling 
contributes to or detracts from a healthy global environment and a robust 
social equity. (Unit 56)  
Choosing likeminded clients who reflect their efforts and are aligned with their 
sustainable values gives graphic designers a sense of control. Therefore, the 
sustainable strategy that graphic designers embrace is working with clients who 
desire value and mission-driven projects such as: “[working with] mission-centric 
organic and natural product companies…cause-related projects within mental 
and physical health [and the] social and economic impact realm” (Unit 3).  
In choosing clients, a sustainable graphic designer pointed out “One of the 
biggest in the industry involves the aforementioned greenwashing, and knowing 
how to take on the right clients-differentiating between the companies that are 
truly committed to a cause, and those who are not” (Unit 47). Therefore, another 
designer suggested to carefully “research the lifestyle impacts of their [clients] 
offerings” along with their “labor practices” (Unit 56). A sustainable project could 
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include a numerous range of possibilities such as “art education, the 
environment, and women’s issues” (Unit 43).  
 To remain productive and efficient in the current political climate, most 
graphic designers choose clients that are non-governmental and non-profit 
organizations: “At the start of 2017 all of my clients were social and 
environmental justice npo’s,” (Unit 11). However, many designers within the data 
noted that this work is still mostly pro-bono. This situation is problematic because 
to consider graphic design work sustainable, it needs to be economically feasible 
as well. This may suggest a lingering problem within the graphic design 
profession in establishing the balance between the three pillars of sustainability. 
Conclusion. After examining the four most broadly circulated graphic 
design trade magazines, little substance emerged in how these institutions 
suggest realizing sustainable practices. The level of discourse within the 
magazines remained superficial compared to the detail offered in books on the 
topic of sustainable graphic design (Benson & Perullo, 2017; Dougherty 2008; 
Dritz 2014; Gavos, 2012; Jedlička 2009a, b; and Sherin, 2013). For instance, 
though the magazines featured interviews (Unit 4, 15) with several experts in 
sustainable graphic design such as Eric Benson, Yvette Perullo, and Dougherty, 
the interview questions and editorial presentation of their work did not reflect the 
most important and incisive content and resources of their books. As the 
collective voice, the magazines missed the opportunity to introduce to their 
audience the resources and knowledge that the featured sustainable graphic 
designers accumulated. Instead, the dominating trends within these magazines 
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emphasized challenges, design for sustainable change, and choosing clients. 
These intuitions steered the discourse toward highlighting the challenges that 
sustainable designers face, rather than their successes with sustainable design. 
The discourse within these institutions therefore, limited the conversation to what 
were their obstacles instead of what worked, and how to move forward. Their 
suggested strategy to use client selection to achieve sustainability is 
troublesome, because that indicates unwillingness on the part of the designer to 
implement sustainable practices on their own. This strategy of choosing clients 
as a mean for sustainability, puts the responsibility on the client, and leaves the 
designer in denial of their own culpabilities.  
American Institute of Graphic Arts 
In this section, I posit and then share the findings for the question: (RQ2) 
How has the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA) communicated the 
concept of sustainability to their members? This section identifies the three major 
themes on the AIGA website to understand the textual implications of AIGA’s 
current stances on sustainability. Sustainability was communicated through the 
AIGA website most frequently through and alongside three themes. Holistic 
emerged as the main theme of the examined AIGA’s textual content at 45 
percent. The theme Relevant and Actionable occurred at 33 percent within the 
AIGA website, similarly to the graphic design magazines. Design for sustainable 
change appeared at 22 percent (see Figure 3). In the following section these 





Figure 3. Sustainability in Data 5. This chart shows the main themes found within the online AIGA 
communication platform (Data 5).   
 
 First theme. The holistic theme surfaced as the most dominant theme in 
this data. The term holistic within the data emphasized the system thinking 
approach and the interconnected nature of sustainability. The theme, therefore, 
connects with Jedlička’s (2009 a,b) sustainable design model, in which 
sustainability’s three pillars (social, environmental, and economic) is perceived as 
interconnected spheres. The code holistic was given when the text highlighted 
the importance of multidisciplinary work and depicted the graphic design 
profession as part of the larger system rather than an isolated entity. The 
analysis suggested that the AIGA recognized the holistic approach of sustainable 
graphic design, arguing that designers cannot act alone as one-off operations 
within the production chain, and graphic designers may a need multidisciplinary 




SUSTAINABILITY IN DATA 5
design for a sustainable change relevant and actionable holistic
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importance of achieving balance between the three pillars of sustainability, 
including social, environmental, and economic responsibilities (Unit 59).  
 Furthermore, the AIGA’s Living Principle for Design provided a sustainable 
framework that added a fourth dimension to sustainability: culture. The AIGA 
added this category as they recognize the potential graphic designers have to 
influence large-scale cultural change. The AIGA’s Living Principles for Design 
sought to “distill the four streams of sustainability [along with four streams of 
integrated sustainability] environment, people, economy, and culture” (Unit 59).   
The AIGA thus recognized the importance of acting holistically in a 
systematic way so that graphic design may become a sustainable profession. For 
this end, the Living Principles for Design website offered comprehensive 
questions for designers to ask themselves when creating their designs. For 
instance, the AIGA asked designers to consider “How can you use this project to 
promote actions that protect and restore the environment? [and] as you consider 
your project from creation to end user, what materials are you using, and what 
potential intended or unintended ecological consequences can you foresee, 
including air quality and water?” (Unit 59). The AIGA website asked their readers 
to think about the entire life span of the product and ways to expand it. Also, they 
added, “how does the project affect various individuals and communities 
throughout its life, from makers to users and those involved in its disposal?” (Unit 
59). The questions regarding waste were another example of the holistic nature 
AIGA framed sustainability to their members: “How can waste be eliminated? 
When your product’s life span is completed, how can you ‘close the loop’ i.e. 
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facilitate the use of materials in a continuous cycle?” (Unit 59).  However, they do 
not offer any links to the resources mentioned in the literature review (pp. 49-63) 
to help designers put sustainability into practice.  
 The data also indicated that because sustainability’s emphasis on the 
holistic would take complex planning and a paradigm shift from current practices, 
this monumental social change would take a significant amount of time to 
implement. The AIGA suggested graphic designers could, in the meantime, make 
informed decisions by choosing clientele that display sustainable values. 
Although choosing clients was an alternative method suggested to designers to 
work sustainably, this theme still did not make it to the main three themes at this 
dataset. The holistic aspect of sustainability surfaced as the dominant ethical 
responsibility of graphic designers. For instance, AIGA stated that designers 
should take a “responsible role in the visual portrayal of people, consumption of 
resources, and the protection of animals and the environment” (Unit 58). They 
should also ask themselves what emotional reactions do designs have on the 
customers and “what attitudes and values does your project promote both in its 
intention and its execution?” (Unit 59), which ties back to the idea of promoting 
one-off initiatives rather than a collective action taken toward sustainability. Thus, 
according to AIGA, designers must understand what philosophical lenses and 
ideologies they project to their audiences, along with what meanings their 
audiences might create from these works.  
Second theme. The AIGA presented sustainability as relevant and 
actionable, and the organization emphasized the importance of taking immediate 
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action to create sustainable change. On the Living Principles of Design webpage, 
the editors mentioned that the site was “born out of the design profession's need 
for an “aspirational” and “actionable framework for integrated sustainability” (Unit 
60), which suggests that there is a demand and interest to learn about 
sustainable design within the graphic design profession. This statement therefore 
confirms Gavos’s (2012) survey’s findings. Gavos (2012) found that graphic 
designers showed an overwhelming interest in a proposed sustainable design 
certification. AIGA also wrote that “integrated sustainability [should be] 
accessible, relevant and ready to [be] put into action” (Unit 60). The AIGA 
stressed the urgency for creating designs with holistic and sustainable paradigms 
so that designers can take ethical responsibility of their work. 
Third theme. This theme from the AIGA also was emphasized in graphic 
design magazines. However, this is the third category on AIGA’s website at 22 
percent while it was the second most emphasized factor in the magazines at 32 
percent. Both media agree that graphic designers have significant power in 
shaping public perceptions of sustainability while making positive changes to the 
greater society. AIGA stated on their website that: 
Design is a powerful conduit for change. As the message, artifacts and 
experiences we create pass through the hands, minds, and hearts of 
people, we have the opportunity to weave sustainability into the broader 
fabric of culture and to shift consumption and lifestyle aspirations to a 
more sustainable basis for living. (Unit 59) 
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This quote indicates that graphic designers are gradually recognizing and coming 
to terms with the ideological impact of their work; therefore, they show eagerness 
to learn more about the way they can benefit and impact society for the better. 
The importance of this immediate action is integral, as graphic designers must be 
“a catalyst for driving positive cultural change” (Unit 60). The quote uses the 
pronoun “we” to emphasize the collective responsibility of all graphic designers to 
consider questions of sustainability in their work. The AIGA promoted and 
advocated for designers to investigate social and environmental issues to create 
a positive impact.  
Conclusion. The examined AIGA platform focused on a different set of 
significant themes. While the AIGA also emphasized design for sustainable 
change, the next two most common themes stressed sustainability as holistic, 
along with relevant and actionable. Although the platform did not go into sufficient 
details or examples following their suggestions, it did acknowledge the need for a 
holistic system approach to achieve sustainability in the graphic design field. This 
was aligned with sustainability found in literature, and it is a distinct difference 
from the client selection strategy that was found within the previous dataset of 
the magazines, which shifts the responsibility from the designer to the client. This 
platform also illustrated sustainable graphic design as a relevant and actionable 
practice. AIGA provided a list of questions that sustainable practitioners could 
ask themselves, their clients, and their audience. These questions were 
promoted as a gateway to a more informed and realizable sustainable design 
practice. In this dataset, therefore, sustainable design was described as an 
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urgent and simple process, which designers can easily incorporate into their 
practice. 
Graphic Design Higher Educational Programs 
In this section, I composed my findings for the third research question: 
(RQ3) How have the mission statements and web textual content of graphic 
design higher education departments conceived of sustainability? This section 
identifies the three major themes that emerged from analyzing the mission 
statements and web content of ten university programs’ websites to understand 
the textual implications of their collective attitudes toward sustainability. The most 
prominent three themes were: (a) holistic at 60 percent (b) sustainable design 








Figure 4. Sustainability in Data 6. This chart illustrates the three main themes that emerged in the 
textual content of ten graphic design university programs (Data 6). 
In Figure 5, I demonstrate the frequency of emerging codes regarding 
sustainability. Please note that this type of comparison may only be relevant in 
this dataset, due to the proximately equal structure and length of each unit. This 
comparison shows that there were significant differences in the focus on 
sustainability of these best graphic design programs. Most of the analysis 
therefore came from Units 63, 66 and 69. However, the low sustainable initiative 
in the top graphic design school is part of the significance of my findings. This 
finding therefore indicated that currently sustainability is not the top priority for 
most of the leading programs. However, it also indicated that two schools within 
the ten graphic design programs in the United States do believe sustainability is 
one of its main foci. 
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Figure 5. Distribution of Codes within the Academic Programs. This chart shows the amount if 
sustainable codes that emerged from the data distributed per university (each university was a 
separate unit). 
 
The analysis of dataset 7 showed that although many of the examined 
higher educational graphic design programs showed some efforts to include 
sustainability in their mission statement and program description, in most cases 
the examined programs were demonstrating a strong ethical stance for the 
profession rather than focusing specifically on sustainability. Only two of the ten 
university programs showed specific focus on integrating sustainability with their 
curriculum. For example, a higher educational statement noted “We’re also one 
of the first programs to integrate topics of sustainability and social innovation into 
the core of our research and curriculum” (Unit 69).  
First theme. The most noticeable theme among the 10 graphic design 
programs regarding sustainability was focusing on its holistic quality, putting 
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Our approach acknowledges the social and natural worlds as the greater 
context for all design problems. Designers can no longer think about 
products or communications in isolation; to practice ethically and 
effectively, they must also consider interactions within broader social and 
environmental context. (Unit 69) 
The examined university programs emphasized the need of whole-system 
thinking when mentioning sustainability. Whole-system thinking is a key 
component of the concept of sustainability: “Our students become system 
thinkers able to see and solve complex problems in a globally connected and 
interdependent world…They are comfortable working collaboratively in 
transdisciplinary teams…that helps them stand out among their peers” (Unit 69). 
This quote illustrated that sustainability requires a whole-system thinking 
approach to be successful, but it also indicated that this holistic and 
transdisciplinary method sets future graphic designers apart from the current 
mainstream educational trends. Currently, in graphic design system, students not 
only lack the ability to work collaboratively but also lack the training to work 
outside their own disciplinary apparatus to communicate with other disciplines. 
The majority consensus among these universities is that because graphic design 
is a service provider, it requires a multidisciplinary approach to solve sustainable 
challenges.  
Second theme. Both the sustainable design education and relevant and 
actionable codes were equally presented at 20 percent each. I will start 
discussing the sustainable design education first. The sustainable design 
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education code revealed that universities stressed the importance of sustainable 
design education as a key strategy to shift the graphic design industry into a 
sustainable one. These institutions illustrated a need to implement the concepts 
of sustainability into the foundational training of graphic designers. However, due 
to the nature of the short mission statements, these platforms did not offer 
specifics on what sustainable education is. This may become more apparent 
through an analysis of their course offerings and curriculum, but their definition of 
sustainable education is not explicit in the examined data. An educator noted that 
“we are one of the first programs to integrate the topics of sustainability and 
social innovation into the core of our research and curriculum” (Unit 69). The aim 
of these universities was to implant a new generation of holistic and 
multidisciplinary thinkers and makers to be the future innovators of the field. 
Third theme. Graphic design higher education programs also found it 
integral to emphasize what they term the relevant and actionable nature of 
sustainability. These programs use this term to emphasis sustainability as an 
achievable and realistic aim of graphic design, but one that requires urgency. 
This theme occurred on the AIGA’s website; although there, it was the second 
largest theme occupying 33 percent, whereas educators only place it at 20 
percent. The educator from one of the universities mentioned that “organizations 
are actively seeking new problem-solving approaches that respond to escalating 
business, social, and environmental challenges” (Unit 69). This quote suggested 
that a market exists for sustainable graphic designers. Therefore, future 
designers can no longer be trained in the old-fashioned way as isolated entities 
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focusing only on aesthetic problems. These universities encourage their students 
to be “active creators for a better future” (Unit 69). 
Other educators indicated that finding meaning and fulfillment is important 
in design education; therefore, they turn to sustainability. Finding meaning and 
fulfillment in sustainable education today requires students to not only master 
“the rigors of the craft” but also to “challenge the status quo” (Unit 66). One 
academic institution argued a sustainable university program prepares students 
“for meaningful creative life by developing their intellectual capacity to create art, 
shift perspective, think broadly, and master skills relevant to the twenty-first 
century” (Unit 66). This quote points back to thinking broadly, which is the holistic 
nature of sustainability. It also talks about shifting perspective, which refers to a 
design for change, in order to stay relevant. 
Conclusion. When analyzing the mission statements and web textual 
content of the top graphic design higher education departments, the study 
revealed that there was little sustainable focus within these graphic design 
educational programs. All ten schools mentioned the need to follow the ethical 
guidelines, and this dataset obtained the most accurate alignment with the 
sustainability literature. This dataset conceived sustainability as a holistic, 





Three Pillars of Sustainability 
In section four, I address the research question: (RQ4) In what ways were 
the three pillars of sustainability (social, environmental, and economic) presented 
within the data? I also examine how the frequency of the different pillars of 
sustainability emerged in the data. Because the hierarchy of the three pillars is 
important for understanding how the profession conceives sustainability, this 
section analyzes which of the three pillars were the most dominant and popular, 
or whether the pillars were equally emphasized.  
 The social pillar. My analysis of the three pillars indicated that the 
discussions around sustainability within the selected data had a social focus (see 
Figure 6).  
 
Figure 6. Three Pillars of Sustainability. This chart shows the distribution of the three pillars of 
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This finding suggested that graphic design institutions perceive sustainability 
from a social aspect, which can be associated with the human-centered design 
and socially conscious design (Buchanan, 2001; Heller & Vienne, 2003; Resnick, 
2016; Scalin, 2012; Shea, 2012; and Simmons, 2011). Even when the institutions 
were talking about protecting the environment, they approached the issue from a 
social perspective. For example, the AIGA pointed out that sustainability is not 
“for trees or frogs or polar bears, but for human lives. And livelihoods. This we 
know: the planet will go on without us. But we cannot go on without it. At its core, 
sustainability is about people” (Unit 59). Furthermore, this finding also showed 
that not only were graphic design institutions more likely to approach 
environmental protection issues from a human-centered perspective but also, 
they chose sustainable materials because they felt a strong social responsibility 
to other human beings as opposed to the natural environment. The spirit that 
unifies this pillar is the humanist point of view of designers: designers view 
sustainability as a long-term benefit to humanity.  
The environmental and economic pillars received significantly less 
attention in the dataset. Mentions of green or environmentally friendly materials 
were scarce within the data. During the few times sustainable materials or 
processes were mentioned, the emphasis was on the challenges such as the 
higher cost associated with these sustainable materials and their manufacturing 
processes. The economic pillar was the least significant within the data when 
mentioning sustainability. Most institutions within this data reported that graphic 
designers worked pro-bono and subsidized their sustainable projects with grant 
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money and commercial sponsors. The challenges of the economic pillar 
appeared together with the lack of a sustainable supply chain, which drove up 
the costs of sustainable manufacturing.  
 Conclusion. After my analysis of the data, I propose a model that reflects 
the current view of the examined institutions’ views on sustainability. This model 
(Figure 7) depicts how graphic design institutions perceived sustainability within 
this specific data. In this model, sustainable graphic design is projected from a 
social lens, in which these institutions believe that the mission of design is to 
empower society to change its social perceptions and behaviors by advocating 
for the ideology of sustainability.  
 
Figure 7. Model of Sustainability within the Data. This chart shows how sustainability was 
perceived within the data. 
Another significance in the finding was that the analyzed institutions 
perceived the environment as a necessity of society’s well-being, in which the 







is the exact opposite of Jedlička’s sustainable design model. The emerging 
model (Figure 7) is linked to the institutions’ arguments that if human behavior, 
propagated by graphic designers was the cause of the environmental depletion, 
graphic designers can also fix it. Graphic design institutions thus feel that their 
mission is to empower individual designers to take action for a more sustainable 
future. The following quote is an example that describes this phenomena: “We 
[graphic designers] created a new epoch on this planet. A dubious 
accomplishment as it stands today. …Since we’ve started the Anthropocene, 
let’s make damn sure it’s an epic epoch” (Unit 56). These institutions suggested 
that more focus on the environment would inevitably benefit society. Graphic 
designers/advertising professionals are trained to sell a product promising 
benefits for the consumer. Graphic design institutions thus suggest the question: 
what greater benefit for society could there be than the well-being of the 
environment—i.e., the society controls the environment and thus the environment 
is contained within society.  
The new model emerged from the data showed that the environment and 
the economy are two variables that both impact the well-being of a prosperous 
society. However the society was depicted as the dominant pillar that controls 
both the environment and the economy. Because graphic designers were 
presented within these institutional platforms as adamantly believing in their role 
to impact society, they can thus do so by perpetuating their work that will benefit 
the society, economy and the environment.  
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Overview and Discussion of Sustainability within the Data  
This final section provides an overview of the prevalence of the three main 
themes found within the entire data. In this analysis, I included only codes that 
were tagged sustainable, and examined them throughout the entire dataset. 
Section five thus offers a discussion about sustainability as an explicit term used 
within the data. My findings in this chapter link the three themes to the theories 
introduced in the literature review.  
This research finding strengthened the results of the pilot study (Kadas & 
Britten, 2017) that was conducted on a smaller scale, the single issue of GD USA 
2016 October graphic design trade magazine. The ambiguity of the undefined 
concept of sustainability remained a concern through the current larger dataset. 
GD USA described the socially and environmentally conscious design as “well-
meaning but narrow.” In lieu of “sustainable,” they called it “responsible design,” 
a term that substituted for “sustainable design” (p. 28). Within the current dataset 
I found that responsible design was many times used as a synonym for 
sustainable, socially, and environmentally conscious or ethical design. 
This study revealed the three main themes concerning sustainability were: 
challenges at 46 percent of the data, design for change at 36 percent, and 
relevant and actionable at 18 percent (Figure 8). In the following I provide an 




Figure 8: Concept of Sustainability within the Data. This chart documents the three dominant 
themes that surfaced across the entire data 
 
 First theme. The first most common theme was challenges. All institutions 
explored frequently mentioned a lack of sustainable systems in place, the lack of 
clear guidelines, and the amount of time it takes to research new sustainable 
avenues. This theme surfaced in 46 percent of the entire analyzed data, which 
made it the most prevalent theme of sustainable graphic design. This indicated 
that sustainability was overall presented in the three selected graphic design 
institutions as a struggle and an “uphill battle” (Unit 15). These challenges were 
focusing on various gaps in the field of graphic design regarding sustainability, 
such as efficiency, profitability, the absence of reliable sustainable systems in 
place, and the lack of standards. In most cases, sustainable design was depicted 
as a pro-bono activity, and designers had to find other income to support their 
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for sustainable initiatives. These institutions described the year 2017 as a difficult 
time to maintain a sustainable business. Because challenge was the main theme 
in the discourse of sustainability, overall the data projected a weak motivation 
toward pursuing a sustainable graphic design career.  
 Although sustainability was featured within the data, it did not give the 
impression of a collectively approved and rationalized concept, but rather an 
emotionally charged argument. Sustainability was described mainly as a passion 
project, apart from the commercial day job of a graphic design. These challenges 
were contrasted with an optimistic tone of the power of design that can change 
the world for the better. The claims that graphic designers can help overhaul the 
current unsustainable system were coded as design for sustainable change. 
Second theme. The second most common theme found was design for 
sustainable change, meaning that institutions conceptualized design as a conduit 
for change. The data showed many claims of the power of graphic design to 
create change in the behaviors and attitudes of consumers, users, and the 
public. These institutions depicted graphic design as a creative activity that “has 
enormous power for change... strong design can move people and get results” 
(Unit 5). Within all examined institutions there was a clear advocacy for social 
equality and environmental causes. Furthermore, there was an underlying belief 
that graphic design has the power to change public perception and behavior for 
the better. This was the second most frequent theme; it occupied 36 percent of 
the analyzed data.  
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This analysis found that throughout the data, the arguments for 
sustainable design remained shallow and artificial with dominantly empty 
phrases. Also, all sustainable units lacked specific examples of how to create 
sustainable graphic design. The next quote is an example of how the 
superficiality of sustainable graphic design was framed within these datasets: 
[Design Studio] is more than just socially conscious and environmentally 
responsible graphic designers, they are a community of passionate 
thinkers and doers who share beliefs and invest their energies in ethical 
organizations that are working together to make a positive and significant 
impact in our world. (Unit 5) 
Although this quote included key words such as “socially conscious, 
environmentally responsible, and ethical,” it did not discuss how the institution 
plans to bring those effects about, nor included any examples of sustainable 
design work. This created an overall feeling of empty phrases, as sustainable 
design was shown only in words and not in action. In the next quote we can 
detect this common pattern: 
[N]ever believe that your desire to make a living and do right by the world 
is naïve. Instead, ask them what they’ve been doing while the world’s 
been coming apart at the seams…. The only option we have now is to 
make it great—ecologically regenerative, socially equitable and 
prosperous for all. As graphic designers we can revel in the irony that 
much of our future work, while as ephemeral as always, will encourage 
notions of permanence—of lovingly built on adaptability, resilience, 
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collaboration and respect for diversity in all matters—that the vessels of 
our present design work will scarcely comprehend.  (Unit 56) 
This quote is an example of a sustainable designer that did not mention any 
specifics on how they plan to create a better world. The designer was building his 
arguments on emotions rather than facts. The writer of this unit defended his 
sustainability argument solely with subjective phrases such as “great, resilience, 
and respect,” while missing the opportunity to support his sustainability argument 
with examples and ideas of how to operationalize these concepts. However, this 
quote also indicated another lingering issue that was present within the data. 
These institutions presented sustainable designers as outsiders, cast out from 
the commercial graphic design world due to their moral callings. From the entire 
data only one of the university programs pronounced sustainability as an actual 
and realizable concept that would add value to their graduates. This academic 
program (Unit 69) used concrete and accurate language in its mission statement 
and that was aligned with the concept of sustainability as presented in the 
literature review. 
Third theme. The third most frequent theme was relevant and actionable. 
This theme resided in 18 percent of the entire analyzed data. This theme 
embraced the urgency of taking immediate action toward sustainable design that 
can impact a global sustainable change. Sustainability was described as an 
ambitious but relevant practice. AIGA was the only platform that presented efforts 
to compose a set of questions that would help designers combat the ambiguity of 
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sustainability. However, the rest of the data did not show any evidence or 
suggestion of how to realize sustainability within the graphic design field.  
The higher education programs also presented sustainability as relevant 
and actionable. It is necessary to mention, that although the data depicted 
sustainable design as a highly demanded service for the market, there were also 
several remarks that sustainable design was not profitable, leading many 
designers to do the work pro-bono. This theme indicated that addressing 
sustainable design is not only appropriate for the market and the client, but also it 
is key for graphic designers who have good intentions and desire to have a 
positive impact and create meaningful work. However, when clients’ desires are 
at odds with sustainable design ethics, clear and objective standards are needed 
to support designers’ negotiations. Therefore, sustainable design allows 
designers to have the meaning and significance that they feel is lost when 
working traditionally. Comments such as “After 15 years of running a traditional 
graphic design studio, I was searching for something more” illustrate the need for 
designers for sustainability for their own personal fulfillment as well (Unit 5). This 
theme can be tied to the philosophical argument of Kant and Schiller (Tolstoy, 
1995) of the moral obligation of art. Also, this theme can be connected with 
Findeli’s (1994) Space of Artifacts model, in which it is necessary to have 
threshold of significance for an object to be called design or art. The threshold of 




Visual Representation of Sustainability 
Although this analysis was limited to the textual content of the selected 
institutions, a prominent pattern was detected within the visual presentation of 
the text; the data lacked evidence of specific examples of sustainably designed 
work. Most of the images that the three examined institutions demonstrated as 
sustainable design work were profile pictures introducing the designers 
themselves, rather than showcasing images of their actual designs. This deviated 
from patterns found elsewhere in traditional, non-sustainable units, where the 
content was dominated by images of designers’ work. This may signify that 
sustainability appeared only on the surface rather than establishing exceptional 
sustainable design precedents.  
Even when institutions did display examples of sustainable work, there is 
no means of measuring or confirming the extent to which any given design 
project is sustainable. Because there is a lack of regulation, accountability, and 
assessment within the graphic design profession, whether internally or from third-
parties, it is difficult to establish a sustainable profile for displayed work. This may 
be mitigated somewhat through provision of more detailed description. There is 
often a lack of descriptive notes next to images, where materials and methods of 
the design may be communicated. Lacking such information, sustainable work 
may not be distinguished visually. Further, this problem may contribute to the 
institutional belief that graphic designers are not responsible for the negative 
impact of the media through which they are using to convey their messages.  
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To conclude, the entire data focused primarily on the significant 
challenges faced by graphic designers interested in pursuing sustainable 
practices, yet also that performing such design for change is an important task 
relevant to the entire industry and deserving of further sustained action. 
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C H A P T E R  5 :  C O N C L U S I O N  
The aim of this research was to understand the meaning of sustainability 
within selected institutions that comprise the graphic design profession. The 
overarching research question was: How does the collective voice of selected 
graphic design institutions conceptualize sustainability? To assess this question, 
this research was divided into three sub-questions, which I answered in Chapter 
4. This chapter offers concluding remarks as to what sustainability meant overall 
in the entire data.  
The Meaning of Sustainability  
When looking at the collective articulation of the emerging themes, some 
underlying values came to the surface. The preliminary claim drawn from 
literature was that there was a lack of standards and consensus about the 
definition of sustainable graphic design (Chick & Micklethwaite, 2011; Dritz 2014; 
Gavos, 2012; Jedlička et al., 2009; and Perkins, 2006), which was evident within 
this data. Many graphic designers showcased by the examined institutions 
believed that working for a good cause is sufficient to be called a sustainable 
designer. As many corporate businesses are incorporating sustainable efforts 
into their business model (Verghese, Lewis, & Fitzpatrick, 2012; Kiron, Unruh, & 
Kruschwitz, et. al., 2017), graphic designers may be left behind in offering a 
reliable and consistent sustainable graphic design service.  
While the study showed that there was sustainable discourse present 
within the examined data, there was a lack of consistency in its definition; 
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therefore, the concept of sustainability was presented as vague. As there are still 
no criteria and assessment in the graphic design field for sustainability, the 
concept of sustainability becomes equivocal. Because sustainability in graphic 
design can mean many things, the result was that it became meaningless. The 
analysis found that the examined institutions sold sustainability as an ideology, 
and projected sustainability as a vehicle to change the world for the better. For 
instance, statements such as “if designers are willing to convincingly bring 
visions of more sustainable realities into existence, more people will embrace 
their inherent possibilities” set the tone of the examined data (Unit 56). The 
projected sustainable graphic design ideology was based on the moral judgment 
of the designer, and was often described as an idealistic and naïve aim that was 
increasingly challenging to achieve. This better world was often described as 
transparent, ethical, and socially and environmentally conscious; however, there 
were no displayed examples or explanation of the details of sustainable 
practices.  
Although in many cases sustainability was described as relevant and 
actionable, there were no examples or criteria to follow. Often, the examined 
institutions portrayed sustainability as a means to fill the designers’ practice with 
meaning and purpose. The examined institutions depicted sustainability as a 
fulfilling activity from which designers may draw meaning and satisfaction. In this 
way, sustainable design was often contrasted with traditional graphic design 
activities, which according to the units tagged as sustainable lacked any moral 
purpose. Overall, within the examined data, sustainability was presented as a 
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flexible concept with no specific guidelines, nor images of the successful 
sustainable work to illustrate the institutions’ commitment to sustainability.  
My findings highlight that sustainable graphic design was framed as a 
powerful tool to change society for the better. However, my findings also suggest 
that graphic designers currently lack the tools and resources to measure their 
impact on society and the environment, and their communication principles are 
often based on intuitions rather than information. Furthermore, sustainability was 
depicted from a social perspective, focusing on the way sustainable design 
ultimately benefited the people. 
Discussion 
This study found that there are potentially many factors delaying the 
adoption of sustainable practices in the graphic design field. The findings 
indicated a connection with the literature, which pointed out that graphic 
designers are “service providers” (Cramsie, 2010). Cramsie’s claim can be 
associated with the choosing clients theme found in the data. Most graphic 
designers showcased in the examined institutions reported that choosing 
clients—based on value alignment—was their only option to work sustainably. 
This theme is a manifestation of the projected beliefs that graphic designers have 
limited sovereign decision-making opportunity as service providers. But the 
phenomenon of the inherent dependence on clients’ values is juxtaposed against 
the promoted slogan that graphic designers can change the society for the better. 
Therefore, a contradiction surfaced, which reflected both the power and 
powerlessness of the graphic design profession.  
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This contradiction recognizes that graphic designers exist between the 
realm of the high arts or the symbolic arts and the realm of functionality. Design 
practice has to have both symbolic and functional drives in order to fully realize 
its potential. The status of sustainable graphic design as leaders rather than 
service providers could be established by teaching graphic design in conjunction 
with different majors, such as communication, media, science, and technology. 
Graphic design is still taught and conceived as an artistic craft that is occupied 
with aesthetics of form and composition; however, graphic design is also 
conceived as a commercial visual communication tool applied to the media, 
affecting a global audience, with the objective to sell and inform. When this 
duality is addressed, new innovative platforms and multidisciplinary 
collaborations may take place to fill the void of sustainable graphic design. As 
such, the NASAD guidelines clearly stated the need for a comprehensive design 
education that includes the core principles of sustainable design; now it needs to 
be actualized within the constraints of the relationship between symbolism and 
functionality.  
Contribution 
This study built on the premise that the way institutions project ideas 
shape the beliefs and behaviors of its members and the industry. Therefore, this 
study was the first step to understand the larger discourse of sustainability in the 
graphic design field. By conducting textual analysis of documents published by 
the three representative institutions of graphic design, (a) the American Institute 
of Graphic Arts (AIGA), (b) professional trade publications, and (c) academic 
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graphic design departments, I was able to identify the main themes that are most 
dominant in today’s representation of sustainability within its core institutions. 
This research also detected lingering gaps in the selected institutions that may 
indicate directions for future research. Such research can help the field move 
toward a consensus about what sustainability is as well as how it is discussed 
and projected to current and future graphic design professionals. It is necessary 
to reiterate that this research finding cannot be generalized. These findings are 
relevant only within the specific context of the examined data. As such, this 
empirical study may signal directions for future research and indicate gaps and 
discrepancies that may need to be overcome to move toward a sustainable 
graphic design industry. 
The significance of this research study was to provide a foundation about 
how sustainability was communicated to graphic design professionals through 
the three selected institutions to move toward establishing clear standards for 
sustainable best practices. This study can also serve as a model to motivate 
graphic designers to conduct research that would help integrate sustainable 
graphic design practices into the commercial graphic design industry. 
Opportunities for Future Research 
The next steps could be to expand this study by conducting interviews 
with graphic design professionals to include the voice of individual designers into 
the equation. This expansion would increase the variety of point of views and 
would aim to understand how the institutional promotion of sustainability 
infiltrates into beliefs of the individual designers. It also would be vital to 
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systematically examine the actual work of sustainable graphic designers and see 
underlying similarities and trends with what the designers say and do. This larger 
data collection set would expand understanding of the meaning of sustainability 
in order to move towards a consensus of how to practice sustainability within the 
graphic design field.   
Because graphic design in most cases mass produced and targeting mass 
audiences, I argue that it would be essential to establish strong ethical conduct 
toward its public responsibility. Although there is an abundance of literature on 
sustainable graphic design, it is essential to stress the need to incorporate social 
research into the graphic design field. Social research methods could add value 
to graphic designers work and elevate its significance. This additional method tool 
may help graphic designers understand the scope and complexities of their 
profession and mitigate the negative impact on society and the environment. 
New methods may be applied from other design disciplines besides social 
research as well. It may include borrowing communication and business 
strategies to learn how to incorporate sustainable graphic design methods into 
the profession.  
Because graphic designers may work in multidisciplinary teams within the 
supply chain, this study suggests that further multidisciplinary research is needed 
to examine how to operationalize a sustainable supply chain that includes 
graphic design services. A future multidisciplinary research would be crucial to 
map out and standardize the best sustainable design practices relevant to the 
supply chain. It is fair to conclude that sustainable graphic design can only be 
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established when perceived holistically and as a system affected by and affecting 
other connected areas and disciplines. 
A first step toward sustainability is to increase the graphic designers’ 
interest and motivation in participating in multidisciplinary empirical and scholarly 
research. Packaging design is one of the areas in which much research has 
been done concerning sustainability—predominantly by engineers and product 
designers. However, it may be an effective collaboration if graphic designers 
would join the conversation and be part of these research teams. In fact, this can 
be true for many closely related fields where sustainability has been adopted. 
Researcher Reflection 
It is necessary to acknowledge the inherent biases which shaped the 
outcome of this research. As a practicing graphic designer, I learned that 
combining my artistic intuitions with empirical research furthered my growth as a 
sustainable designer. The most challenging aspect of the analysis for me was to 
find the right methodology and coding method. I started off my data analysis with 
different analytical approaches (Descriptive coding and Concept coding) but soon 
I realized these coding methods did not yield useful information to answer my 
research questions. However, when I began coding with In Vivo coding 
technique, my data crystalized. Another positive experience that I recall with In 
Vivo coding method was that after conducting the analysis the codes organically 
connected with my literature review. All units related together and confirmed the 
major problems that the literature review pointed out about the delay in 
sustainability in the field of graphic design. I found that expanding my research to 
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three selected institutions helped triangulate my findings and enriched the data 
source for my study. I believe that the textual document analysis of these 
institutions provided sufficient data to find the patterns and links that helped to 
further the understanding of the delay in the shift toward sustainable practices in 
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